Plus 





Let our resident legal expert fight your fight 








Roger Gann 
campaign @futurenet.co.uk 


After first qualifying as a solicitor, 
Roger Gann got sucked into 
the dark world of computer 

journalism, and is now combining 

both these skills for your delight 





This issue, Roger Gann tackles dabs.com, uncovers the latest postal 
scams and gives a huge thumbs-up to TDK customer service 
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Domain renewal scam 
We kick off this months Campaign 
mailbag with an interesting email from 
reader Ken Wood. It was only Kens 
scepticism that prevented him from 
paying what looked like a perfectly 
legitimate invoice and kissing goodbye 
to £60. In fact, it was completely bogus. 

‘A few months ago,” he says, 

“| received an invoice headed ‘Domain 
expiration notice’ and ‘Do not ignore this 
notice’. It stated that my web domain, 
www.owl1Zinfo, is due to expire and 
in order to secure it for a further two 
years, | should pay £60 without delay. 

“| almost paid it but a little niggle in 
the back of my mind told me to check 
first. Sure enough, its flagged as a scam 
on the Internet, and an enquiry with 1&1 
(my web host) also said not 
to pay It. 

“The invoice itself contains a few 
clues: the postal address is Cambridge, 
yet the quoted telephone number is 
London, and the only option for 
payment is by cheque. Either of 
these should be considered unusual for 
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It looks official but 
this is actually a fake 
demand for a domain 
name renewal. 
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a legitimate outfit, 
and yet it's easy to 
see how many 
people, particularly 
busy accounts 
departments in 
medium-sized 
businesses, may Just 
pay it automatically 

“The information 
about my domain is 
easily obtained by 
anyone from a ‘whois’ 
se search, if you can 
find out or otherwise 
guess the domain 
name itself, so seems 
a prime target for this 
type of con." 
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Ken's advice is sound. 
In situations like this, where there is 
some doubt over the authenticity of a 
document you've received, you 
should do what Ken did. It's always a 
good idea to spend a couple of 
minutes on Google to see if you can 
turn up any information that might 
support your suspicions. Sure 
enough, ten seconds of searching 
revealed that there were over 500 
search hits relating to EU Registry 
Services, the outfit behind this 
particular scam. And Ken wasn't the 
only person up in arms about this. It 
seems that Cambridgeshire Police is 
on the case too. 

This invoice scam is reminiscent 
of another set of scams concerning 
the Data Protection Act. | regularly 
receive a ‘Final Notice’ from the 
official-looking Data Protection 
Agency Services, threatening me with 
criminal proceedings if | fail to register 
under the Data Protection Act. If you 
send £95, however, they'll register 
you, which is a mere £60 more than 


the Information Commissioner actually 
charges for a ‘notification’, as it's 
termed these days. You'll find a list of 
bogus agencies at the Information 
Commissioner's website at www. 
informationcommissioner.gov.uk / 
eventual.aspx?id=3677. For some 
strange reason, Hyde in Cheshire 
seems to the hotbed of this DPA 
criminality. So, if you get a similar- 
looking demand, you have my 
authority to permanently file it in the 
‘special filing cabinet’ by the side of 
your desk. You have been warned! 


Your opinions count 


If you have a gripe with a company, 

a compliment for one, or even a 
suggestion for future Campaign 
topics, we want to hear from you. 

To help us help you, please include 
all appropriate reference/serial 
numbers and your full contact details. 


®© campaign @futurenet.co.uk 
Fax a printed letter to 
Campaign - 01225 732295 
MJ Send a printed letter to: 
Campaign, PC Plus, 
Future Publishing, 
30 Monmouth Street, 
Bath BA1 2BW 


=p http://forum.pcplus.co.uk 


Dabs mix-up 

We now turn to dabs.com, sadly no 
Stranger to the Campaign column. 
Undoubtedly dabs.com does offer some 
great deals, and most of the time 
provides good service. But from time to 
time it gets it very wrong, and customers 
then have a devil of a job trying to get 
any service from it, as reader Michael 
Bishop found to his dismay. He ordered 
one thing, was sent another, and then 
had trouble getting dabs.com to send 
him what he originally ordered. His tale of 
woe goes something like this... 

“On 2 June 2004, | ordered a Finepix 
S/000 digital camera from dabs.com, and 
a soft case to go with it. | was delighted 
to receive a box from them delivered by 
Parcel Force just before noon on 3 June. 
Wonderful service, | thought! Then | 
opened the box, which showed no signs 
of having been tampered with. What | 
found inside was a Fujifilm Quicksnap 
one-time use’ camera, plus the soft case 
for Finepix S/000. The box note claimed 
that the box contained the camera and 
the case | ordered.” 

Michael immediately went to the 
dabs.com website to report the mistake. 
An automatic response acknowledged 
receipt of his message at 12:20 on 
03/06/2004, and told him to expect a 
response within four hours. He supplied 
information about the labelling, as 
requested, but then the trail went cold: 

“Since then, I've received no human 
communication from them, despite at 
various points in the week having 
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2 Evesham Technology > Evesham Starter Pack - Microsoft Internet Explorer [= | [x] 


Evesham Starter Pack 


Partcode STARTERPACKPHOTO 


£76.59 ex VAT 


Price £89.99 inc VAT 


Overview 


25x CD-R disks 

1x CD-RW disk 

20 sheets of A4 photo paper 
» 40x CD labels kit 

Morton Antivirus 2003 

Surge protector 

3rd year OSM upgrade 


Contents subject to change 








Images are for illustrative purposes only 


Details of the Evesham Starter 
Pack, with no mention of OEM 
whatsoever. 


asked them to inform me by noon 
(10/06/2004) when | could expect to 
receive the goods Id ordered and paid 
for, and what action they proposed to 
take. In the absence of such a 
response, | warned them that | would 
contact the computer press and 
Trading Standards. 

“During the dispute, I've tried ringing 
them only to be told that their 
telephonists have no access to web 
information. | emailed the Customer 
Service Manager at sm@dabs.com, and 
a friend also suggested a possible 
email address for the Managing Director. 
Despite emails to both addresses, I've 
had no response. | used to be a very 
Satisfied customer of dabs.com — but 
not anymore.” 


Roger replies: | guess youd be a bit 
peeved if you had ordered and paid 
for a £350 six-megapixel digital 
camera and was sent a cheap one- 
time camera in its place, and then got 
absolutely nowhere trying to get 
what youd paid for. If it were me, I'd 
be livid! Well, | passed Michael's story 
over to Louise Derbyshire at dabs.com, 
who explained what had gone wrong 
with Michael's order. 

“It seems the problem was 
caused by a manual booking-in error 
within our Goods-In area, where the 
stock codes for a disposable camera 
and the Finepix S7000 were 
incorrectly assigned. 

“This issue has now been 
corrected and the product actually 
ordered has now been sent to Mr 
Bishop. Please pass on our apologies 
for the inconvenience this error has 
caused, and for our delay in resolving 
the issue.” 

So it was a simple administration 
cock-up: given the number of product 
lines dabs.com stocks, | guess these 
things do happen. Still, | have a 
sneaky suspicion dabs.com might 
have been a little more proactive if 
Michael had ordered a disposable 
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camera and had received a £350 
model instead. What do you think? 


Carrera SSC 


Warren Bentleys experience of dealing 
with Carrera SSC wasnt a particularly 
happy one, but I'm glad to say that his 
story has a happy ending: 

“My problems with Carrera SSC 
started in November 2002, when my 
new Carrera 2200 XP TV system was 
delivered. There were numerous minor 
problems with the system, and a major 
one in that the wrong motherboard was 
installed on the system. After returning it 
to the factory, the correct motherboard 
was installed and the system was 
eventually returned to me in December 
2002. However, | suspected a rush job. 
One of the main reasons | bought this 
system — other than the fact it earned 
your award and recommendation — 
was the long on-site warranty. 

‘After some time, | discovered the 
USB and FireWire ports on the front of 
the system case didn't work and the 
display had stopped functioning. 

“Carrera SSC has contracted with 
another company, 
Repairline, for the 
on-site repair 
service. When | 


looked om : 

at their website, it construction , which 

said ‘under sums up my experience 
construction’, e edenn 

which just about With Repairline. 

sums up my 


experience with, and impression of, the 
rest of Repairline. 

“On 11 November 2003, | contacted 
Repairline to request that a technician 
come out to repair the system. After 
many delays and expensive phone 
calls, a technician finally visited on 3 
December 2003, over three weeks after | 
first reported the problem. He wasnt 
sure what the problem was and 
thought it might be the graphics card 
or DVI cable, but had no test equipment 
to find out for sure. 

“He said hed send me a DVI cable 
so | could see if that was the problem. 
The cable showed up weeks later and 
this did fix the display problem, but 
nothing was done about the USB and 
FireWire ports. The technician told me 
the headers were missing on the 
motherboard, so these ports could not 
be made live.” 

In April 2004, Warren contacted 
Carrera SSC and Repairline concerning a 
couple of other problems that had 
cropped up. When he got no response 
after ten days, he checked the Carrera 
SSC web page and was astonished to 
see that the company had, because of 
an email backlog, ‘disabled’ email 
Support for customer service! As Warren 
shrewdly observed, this move was: 
“Hardly a positive management 
Strategy!” Carrera SSC apparently now 


“When I looked at their 
website, it said ‘under 


does not take emails, has no address 
for correspondence, and provides only 
expensive contact phone numbers. As 
for Repairline, its not clear from Carreras 
web page if they, or anybody else, 
provides on-site repair. 


Roger replies: Carrera SSC is one of a 
number of PC vendors owned by 
Digital Network plc, so | turned to 
Nick Smith of Digital Network to sort 
out Warren's PC problems... 


Nick Smith of Digital Network replies: 
“I'm pleased to say this has now 
been resolved. The main issue was 
due to the customer believing he 
should have USB and FireWire 
working through the front of the 
machine. However, this did not come 
with this model. The reason he 
thought this was down to the blank 
ports being on the front of the 
machine, which is a characteristic of 
the case. We fitted a 3-port FireWire 
card to this customer's machine to 
give the facility. The customer had a 
problem with the hard drive on his 
machine in April, 
which was 
changed at the 
factory for him, 
within warranty. 
We've been in 
contact with the 
customer and 
hope to serve him 
in the future to a 
level he would expect and deserve.” 


Evesham and the case of 
the bargain software 
Andrew Parnall wrote to Campaign to 
explain the problems he experienced 
with an Evesham Axis 3000+MKR PC or, 
more correctly, the software bundle that 
accompanied it. This is besides the CD 
Burner failing quite quickly (and having 
to be replaced), and the stuck pixel on 
the LCD display. Unfortunately, most LCD 
vendors specify that a small number of 
stuck pixels have to be tolerated, so 
Andrew has no real comeback here. But 
back to the software bundle. 

He also bought Eveshams Starter 
Pack Extra that includes the PowerSuite 
XP1 bundle of 15 educational/‘fun’ 
programs for £30. At two pounds each, | 
suppose you can't expect too much 
from this software. Unfortunately, this is 
precisely what Andrew got. In Evesham 
words, “This software pack is an 
absolute bargain. All these amazing 
products for an equally amazing price.” 

Andrew says: “I dont think it's 
unreasonable to assume that software 
purchased with a PC running Windows 
XP Home would actually work straight 
out of the box. The majority of titles are 
primarily a collection of products 
designed and written for Windows 95 
and 98. This means software patches 





must be downloaded from the 
respective publishers website in order 
for the titles to work at all. This wasn't 
made clear on the packaging, nor by 
the sales person at the time of 
purchase. The ‘Outnumbered’ game 
doesnt run on XP at all, and is clearly 
marked to this effect on the installation 
CD, but not on any of the external 
packaging. The remaining titles that do 
run are showing their Windows 95/98 
heritage and | would certainly not 
associate ‘Power’ or XP with any of 
them. | am now in the position where | 
will have to go out and buy more up- 
to-date educational software for my 
son, just as | would have done had | 
bought the PC from Mesh Computers. 

‘Also included in the Starter Pack 
was Norton AntiVirus 2004 with what | 
thought was a full year’s subscription, 
but is, in fact, only for 90 days! 
Therefore, l'm obliged to purchase the 
12-month subscription nine months 
earlier than expected. Once again this 
was not made clear on the packaging, 
promotional literature or website. 

“I've sent several emails to Evesham 
Customer Care and even visited their 
Vale Park premises, but the response 
has been poor or non-existent. 
Evesham latest response (my telephone 
conversation with Sebastian Leaver, 10 
June 2004) is that | should ‘not have 
assumed it was XP software just 
because it says XP on the packaging.’ 

“My key issue is that the PowerSuite 
XP and Norton AntiVirus software is not 
as described on the packaging or on 
the Evesham website. I've spoken to my 
local Trading Standards office, who 


GOOD GUYS OF THE MONTH 


suggest that the software may have 
been mis-described under the Sale of 
Goods Act, and they're looking into the 
matter. 

“I feel disappointed that Evesham 
has adopted a disinterested attitude. | 
hope that you'll be able to approach 
this matter with Evesham and have 
them finally take me seriously!” 


Roger replies: | was intrigued by 
Sebastian Leaver’s frankly 
astonishing assertion that Andrew 
was at fault for assuming that a 
product labelled ‘XP’ will run under 
Windows XP | feel sure he would 
have a tough time debating that with 
a Trading Standards officer. But | 
digress... | passed on Andrew's 
complaint to Carolyn Worth at 
Evesham: “Evesham Technology 
continually strives to provide 
customers with as much information 
as possible about their purchases. Mr 
Parnell purchased a Starter Pack. For 
£60, he received an additional year’s 
on-site cover, PC Suite 2004 (OEM) 
including Norton AntiVirus, a pack of 
photo paper, 25 CD-Rs, CD Labelling 
kit, and a 6-way surge protector. 

“We advertise Norton AntiVirus as 
part of PC Suite 2004 (OEM) to 
differentiate it from a full retail pack. 
The product is not an evaluation copy 
— it's fully functional. A complete 
retail pack costs £39.99 and includes 
12 months of upgrades. An OEM 
version has 90 days of free upgrades 
and then, if the customer wants, they 
can buy a further 12 months of 
upgrades for £19.99. We believe that, 


Good guys — TDK 


We like it when things go well but, this month, TDK surpasses all our expectations to achieve a Good Guys award 
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along with the extra warranty and 
products, the pack represents 
excellent value for money. 

Evesham Technology purchased the 
additional software pack from a third 
party and the product was called 
XP1. There was no intention to 
mislead our customer and we have 
had no other indication that the 
naming of the product was 
problematical. Nevertheless, we 
value the views of all our customers 
and we wrote to Mr Parnell in May to 
say that if any of the software did not 
work with Windows XP we would 
refund the cost of the package.” 

Now | don't want to be picky in 
the face of such generosity but, as 
you can see from the screenshot that 
gives the current details of the 
Starter Pack contents, the letters 
‘OEM’ are conspicuous by their 
absence. In any event, even if they 
were present, | suspect that most 
Evesham customers won't have the 
foggiest what OEM stands for, let 
alone that it means your'e not going 
to get the full monty. | think Evesham 
still needs to make it crystal clear 
what customers are getting for 
their money when they buy 
these bundles. 

Finally, before | go, a plea to 
all those intending to write in to 
Campaign — when you write in, 
please supply full purchase details, 
eg. full name of the actual purchaser, 
street address, invoice number, 
system tag number and so on. This 
helps PC vendors track you down in 
their systems. PCP 


is the key to a successful 
business, no matter how 
big or how familiar your 
brand. TDK is a perfect 
example of how to build 
a reputation with care. 
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If reader Paul Radford'’s tale of having received good service is anything 
to go by, | can see lm going to have to raise the ‘Good Guy’ bar 
considerably — the standard ‘| ordered my goods at 3:30pm and they 
were delivered the next day at 10:30am’ can no longer cut the ‘Good 
Guy’ mustard here at Campaign Towers! Pauls heart-warming tale is an 
object lesson for other vendors and manufacturers... 





“Lown a TDK DVD-RW that recently stopped working by failing to 
detect any discs inserted. This happened on a Sunday, so | resolved to 
ring TDK support on the Monday, after work. 

“When | spoke to the support technician, he asked me to try a few 
simple tests along the lines of trying a video disc and a data disc. 

When neither of these worked, he gave me a number to ring to 
arrange collection. 

“The drive was collected the following day, by arrangement with DHL, 
and shipped to the service centre in Luxembourg. The whole thing was 
paid for by TDK, and included insurance. By tracking the parcel, | was able 
to see that it was received by TDK on the Wednesday. The following day 
(Thursday) | missed DHL trying to deliver the replacement drive, so | 
arranged for delivery on Friday. So, in less than four days, the drive was 
collected, delivered to Luxembourg, a new one dispatched and then 
returned to me. Impressed? | know | was. 


Roger replies: Blimey! I'd be surprised if we could top this remarkable 
tale, but here at Campaign, we're always open to suggestion. If you 
have a truly extraordinary story of customer service, well, don’t be a 
stranger, share it with your fellow PC Plus readers. E 
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IT COUNTERFEITING 








Gary Marshall 


gary @kasino.co.uk 


Gary Marshall is a regular 
contributor to PC Plus, Internet 
Works, .net and MacFormat. With 
hindsight, buying a Rolex for 
£20 wasn't smart. 


Faking IT 


Counterfeit gangs don't just make dodgy DVDs, says Gary Marshall. 
They're also responsible for exploding batteries and suspect PC kit 


Picture the scene: you're out for a quiet drink in your 
local when a shifty-looking character in a long coat sidles 
up to your table. “Psst, mate,” he says. “Need any toner? 
Battery for a Nokia? Half a gig of DDR RAM? Ink? I’ve got 
genuine HP stuff here... No? Athlon? AMD Athlon?” 

It's a ridiculous scenario, but only because your local 
wheeler-dealer is more likely to be selling dodgy DVDs of 
Spider-Man 2 or CD-R copies of the latest chart album. IT 
counterfeiting is a huge problem, though. In the first half of 
2003, EU customs seized 22,013 consignments of counterfeit 
computer kit destined for the European black market. In 
April, Xerox worked with customs officers to impound 7,200 
counterfeit colour laser toners worth $1.3million 
(£0.7million), and the Imaging Supplies Coalition (www. 
isc-inc.org), which represents manufacturers including 
OKI, Lexmark and Brother, estimates that one in 20 ink 
cartridges sold in the US. is counterfeit. 

Although software and CDs are the most common 
fakes - you can hardly open a local newspaper without 
seeing yet another court case involving bedrooms full of 
illegal software - hardware counterfeiting covers 
everything from CPUs and memory chips to batteries and 
consumables. Last August, UK memory distributor 
Rombyte was fined £16,000 for selling counterfeit memory 
modules, low-quality copies of Hynix memory chips that 
originated from Taiwan. The following month, the 
Bluetooth Special Interest Group (SIG) reported that over 
50 per cent of Bluetooth equipment currently on sale in the 
UK is counterfeit and may work erratically — if at all. 

Mobile phone equipment is another key market for 
counterfeiters. Last November, Trading Standards officers 
in Camden seized a significant number of counterfeit 
Nokia car kits. Early this year, Nokia reported that 
counterfeit batteries were responsible for a spate of 
injuries caused by exploding phones. Working closely 
with Trading Standards and HM Customs & Excise, the 
phone manufacturer has seized more than 170,000 
counterfeit items in just six months, including batteries, 
chargers and add-on equipment. 





“A wide range of terrorist groups - including al-Qaeda - have 
been found to profit from counterfeit goods.” 


Trading in terror? 

Some counterfeit goods may explode far more than the 
odd mobile phone! Anti-counterfeiting groups claim the 
trade in fake goods raises money for terrorist groups. For 
example, a current poster campaign by the Industry Trust 
for Intellectual Property Awareness (TIPA) states flatly: 
“Terrorist groups sell DVDs to raise funds.” Perhaps 
Osama Bin Laden himself is spending his free time 
pouring fountain pen ink into fake DeskJet cartridges. 

Claims of terrorist links are based on a 2003 speech to 
the US House of Representatives by the secretary general 
of Interpol, who stated: “a wide range of groups - 
including al-Qaeda, Hizbullah, Chechen separatists, 
ethnic Albanian extremists in Kosovo and paramilitaries 
in Northern Ireland - have been found to profit from the 
production or sale of counterfeit goods.” However, when 
you examine these claims more closely, there’s very little 
hard evidence for such a connection. 

With a few exceptions (Middle Eastern counterfeit 
brake components that Interpol linked to Hizbullah, sales 
of counterfeit cigarettes in Northern Ireland by 
paramilitary groups), terrorist links are based on phrases 
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such as “could be,” “may,” “it is suspected” and so on. 
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FOUND A FAKE? 


If you suspect you've been sold 
a lemon, most manufacturers’ 
websites provide detailed 
information about the difference 
between genuine and fake 
products. For instance, HP has a 
fraud information page at www. 
hp.com/go/anticounterfeit. 

It also runs a hotline for 
reporting suspected instances of 
fraud by phone or email: call 
0870 010 34 20 or email emea. 
anti-counterfeit@ hp.com. 

The Imaging Consumables 
Coalition for Europe (ICCE) has 
two resources for fighting fakes: 
a fraud reporting form at www. 
icce.net/fraud/index.html and 
the Validate! service for high 
volume customers and resellers 
at www.icce.net/validate/ 


In the case of the often used al-Qaeda connection, the 
press routinely quote Interpol as their source, yet Interpol 
says: “one counterfeiting case has been reported in the 
media where there are alleged connections to al-Qaeda.” In 
other words, the media writes there may be an al-Qaeda 
connection, Interpol quotes the media, then the media 
says Interpol has discovered a connection between 
counterfeit gangs and Osama Bin Laden. 

There may still be a terrorist connection but, in most 
cases, people get into counterfeiting because it’s a relatively 
safe way to make massive amounts of money. Intellectual 
property laws - or enforcement of those laws - do little to 
prevent widespread counterfeiting, particularly in countries 
where IT firms outsource production of components or 
consumables. Just under one-third of counterfeit items 


things that have been counterfeited include memory sticks 
for digital cameras, camera and laptop batteries... 
Sometimes they make mistakes but often the packaging 
isn’t obviously fake and a consumer wouldn't be able to 
tell the difference,” our investigator explains. “Technology 
has aided the production of counterfeits, not only because 
it enables more copies to be produced, but also because it 
has enabled better copies to be made.” 


Hitting the shelves 

How do fakes end up in consumers’ hands? While some 
sellers are aware that goods they’re selling are illegitimate, 
counterfeits can also fool perfectly respectable retailers. 
When Indian police raided counterfeit gangs’ premises in 
Mumbai, they uncovered thousands of forged HP security 


Tibbett & Britten Group Plc 


index.html. And finally, you'll 
find your nearest Trading 
Standards office at www. 
tradingstandards.gov.uk. 











seized by EU Customs originate from China and Hong 
Kong, while counterfeit processors often originate in 
Taiwan and the Philippines. As one counterfeiting 
investigator - who asked to remain anonymous - 
explained: “You'll sometimes find there’s a legitimate 
factory and then just round the corner, they’re churning 
out counterfeit copies... In some countries, they may have 
the appropriate laws [against counterfeiting], but 
enforcement of those laws doesn’t always happen.” 

While industrial espionage or greedy suppliers could be 
a factor in some cases, many counterfeits are much less 
sophisticated. Inexpensive chips are made to look as if 
they’re more expensive, empty toners are refilled, 
repackaged and sold as new, and ink cartridges are filled 
with low-quality ink and passed off as genuine. “Other 
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labels, stickers, catalogues and boxes which were almost 
indistinguishable from the originals. In the case of 
memory chips, the difference between a genuine and a 
fake is often something as minor as the wrong font, or an 
invalid serial number. In some cases. a shipment may 
contain a mix of genuine and fake items, which makes the 
counterfeits even harder to spot. 

One victim of fake computer components was Welsh 
components distributor Redstar Marketing, which 
discovered in 2003 that it had bought a batch of 
counterfeit memory chips. The firm has since ceased 
trading. Speaking to The Register before the company’s 
demise, sales and marketing manager James Turvey 
explained: “Memory is a commodity which varies in price 
from day to day. If you're offered a competitive price as 





Spot the difference: Two of these apparently genuine Epson products are fake. Can you tell which is which? Sadly counterfeiters don’t make things easy and package their 
products in plain boxes with labels written in Biro; the packaging is as sophisticated as the products it contains. As these pictures from Epson demonstrate, the difference 
between the real and fake versions of ink cartridges are relatively minor: washed-out colours, poor facsimiles of Epson’s colour-shifting labels and grainy photography. They 
don’t stand up to detailed scrutiny but it’s easy to see how people get hoodwinked by illicit ink — the genuine Epson products are the two images in the middle. 
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Brands such as Unilever have 
begun to use RFID chips in their 
products to improve inventory 
management and to crack down 


on counterfeit products. 
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Crime tech 


Could cheap chips kill the trade in counterfeits? 


Manufacturers have tried all sorts 
of ways to kill off counterfeits: 
holograms, tamper-proof 
packaging, complex certificates 
and, without fail, counterfeiters 
have found ways to copy the 
anti-copying measures. However, 
one new technology could make 
counterfeiters’ lives much more 
difficult. 

Radio Frequency 
Identification (RFID) chips are 
relatively cheap electronic tags 
that can be embedded in almost 
anything: banknotes, casino 
chips, products and product 
packaging. Serial numbers or 
digital certificates could be embedded 
in an RFID chip and read using an 
inexpensive scanner. This will enable 
manufacturers to not only track 


shipments, but also identify whether an 
item is genuine. 

The U.S. Food and Drug Administration 
believes RFID technology has “the 
strongest potential for securing the 
supply chain” but also concluded that the 
technology is not quite ready for prime 
time. It estimates that the use of such 
tags to protect pharmaceutical products 
will not be feasible until 2007 However, 
some industries believe the technology is 
ready for widespread use: later this year, 
a number of U.S. casinos will start tagging 
their gambling chips to prevent theft and 
identify fakes. In May, HP began trials for 
the implementation of RFID technology in 
some of its printers and toners. 

ID chips could even end up in our 
pockets and wallets! In 2003, 
newspapers reported that the European 
Central Bank and Hitachi had teamed up 


to embed RFID tags in Euro banknotes, 
although it's unclear whether the move 
was a feasibility study or the beginning of 
an anti-counterfeiting drive. As you'd 
expect, the ECB won't comment on the 
security features it uses or intends to use 
in the future. 

The Home Office is certainly convinced 
of the benefits. It’s launched the Chipping 
of Goods Initiative (www.crimereduction. 
gov.uk /etailing033.htm) to encourage 
RFID use. IBM is also firmly in favour and 
has published a detailed brochure 
(http://tinyurl.com/3sy5r) on the ways 
in which RFID can be used to prevent 
counterfeiting. 

Of all the technologies available to 
manufacturers, RFID seems to be the 
most promising. Eventually, criminals will 
fake this too and the fight will start all 
over again. E 


opposed to [an] overly aggressive price, there’s nothing in 
the nature of the transaction to tell you something is 
amiss... We're listening to reps from maybe 20 or 30 
companies trying to sell us products. It’s very difficult to 
tell whether people are genuine or not.” 

The Imaging Consumables Coalition of Europe 
(www.icce.net) represents printer firms including 
Canon, Epson, HP, Lexmark, OKI, Panasonic and Xerox, 
and investigates the trade in counterfeit toner and ink 
cartridges. As ICCE director Jag Gill explains: “Some 
countries in Europe will import directly from countries 
such as China, and in some cases they will blatantly, 
knowingly [buy fakes] - but in some cases, people get 
duped when they purchase from another European 
distributor and they pay just under what they would 
normally pay in Europe for that product. We've had 
varying experiences. When we go in and do raids, 
sometimes people are genuinely shocked - but in others 
they’re not, because they know they’ve been caught with 
their pants down.” 


Liquid assets 

Fake ink cartridges account for a huge proportion of fake 
computer goods: according to EU Customs’ figures, 28.5 
per cent of counterfeit computer items seized in the first 
half of 2003 were fake HP products, with Epson, Canon 
and Seiko items accounting for 14 per cent each (other 
key victims were Microsoft and Nokia). The presence of 
Seiko may seem strange, as in the UK, the firm is known 
for watches and small electronic items. However, Seiko is 
Epson’s parent company and sells its own range of 
printers and consumables. 

It seems that for criminals, printer ink is liquid gold - 
but how big is the problem? Jamie Gryce is head of 
supplies for HP’s print and imaging group. “Globally, 
there’s about $350billion (£189billion) in annual sales 
of products that are being defrauded - and it’s not just 
the OEMs being defrauded but governments, the 
taxation authorities and consumers,” he says. “There are 
around 200,000 global job losses due to counterfeiting,” 
The World Economic Forum (www.weforum.org) 
suggests that counterfeiting accounts for up to nine per 
cent of global trade, an increase of more than 400 per 


Fake plastic trees 


IT COUNTERFEITING 





cent since the early 
1990s. 

Fakes can and do 
cause problems, not 
least because 
counterfeit suppliers 
aren't bound by 
health and safety 
legislation, consumer 
protection legislation, 
employment 
legislation and so on. 
As Jag Gill from the ICCE explains: “Some of the inks they 
utilise... if they get on your hands, they can cause burns 
or a serious reaction. It’s rare - but it’s there.” 

Thankfully, such problems are relatively uncommon, 
and counterfeit ink tends to be low-quality rather than 
corrosive or toxic. Typically, poor inks will produce less 
than perfect prints, will run dry more quickly or clog the 
print heads. In some cases, they may cause serious 
damage to the printer. As Jamie Gryce explains, use of 
counterfeit cartridges doesn’t void HP’s warranty but it 
could cost you money. “We don’t want unhappy 
customers,” he says, “but if they're using a foreign device 
in the machine, it can lead to them being charged for the 
repair.” For resellers and distributors, the risks are even 
greater: if a firm is caught with fake goods, they'll be 
seized without compensation and the firm may face legal 
action and a hefty fine. 
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HP tests more than 20,000 cartridges 
per month. This involves 100 different 
tests, including heat, dold humidity 
and altitude. in addition, every nozzle 
on every cartridge is test fired. 


Fighting the fakes 
Last January, a number of re-marked AMD chips were 
found in the Philippines. Many of the chips were AMD 
Duron processors re-marked as Athlon, with forged logos, 
invalid serial numbers and incorrect fonts. It’s a type of 
fraud that chipmakers are all too familiar with. In the late 
1990s, Intel was plagued with counterfeit Pentium II 
processors that were overclocked and relabelled as higher- 
spec versions. Since the 1990s, memory firms have been 
fighting an ongoing battle against fake chips. 
Manufacturers have introduced a number of measures 
to protect their products, such as holograms, tamper-proof 
packaging, and so on. However, counterfeiters have 


Counterfeiters will fake almost anything and a growing number of them are selling online 


If it can be made, it can be faked. It 
seems that counterfeiting covers almost 
anything you can imagine. In November, 
Irish police discovered 20,000 counterfeit 
bin bags in Dublin. It may sound bizarre 
but as refuse bags for businesses cost 
money, the fakes were worth an 
estimated €50,000 (£33,000). 

If you've been on holiday recently, 
you'll know that counterfeit goods are 
rife: Louis Vuitton luggage, Nike 
sportswear, Rolex watches and other 
high-value items are on sale on every 
street corner. However, the counterfeiters 
are increasingly turning to the Internet to 
sell their wares. In June, Tiffany sued 
eBay over sales of fake jewellery on the 
auction site, claiming that 73 per cent of 
Tiffany items offered on eBay are fake. In 
the last few months, pharmaceutical firm 
Pfizer has taken action against a number 


of online pharmacies for flogging illegal 
clones of its products, and universities 
are currently investigating a UK site 
offering forged A Level certificates and 
university degrees. 

Some of the items offered online are 
dangerous. Earlier this year, Johnson & 
Johnson warned that counterfeit 
versions of its contraceptive patches 
were available on the Internet and that 
copies contain no active ingredients 
whatsoever. Counterfeit alcohol can be 
particularly hazardous. In March, the 
Food Standards Agency renewed its 
warning about fake bottles of Johnnie 
Walker Black Label, many of which 
contain large quantities of methanol. As 
the FSA explains: “drinking whisky 
contaminated with methanol could 
cause... severe stomach pain, 
drowsiness, dizziness and blurred 


vision leading to blindness.” 

Taking action against 
unscrupulous sellers has been 
a problem for authorities, but a 
new EU law is designed to help. 
The IP Enforcement Directive 
was agreed in March and will 
freeze the assets and bank 
accounts of suspected 
counterfeiters. However, 
regulations only apply to the EU 
and member states have two 
years to implement the 
legislation. 

While the Directive will no doubt help 
to prosecute counterfeiters, it’s unlikely 
to completely eradicate the problem. So, 
if you're shopping online, be wary of 
obscure sites offering amazing bargains. 
If something seems too good to be true, 
it probably is. E 





New regulations tighten up on 
suspected counterfetes - but 
only apply to the E.U. 
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FURTHER READING 


Grey Market, Risky Business 
www.icce.net/press/2002-10- 
001.html 

Some counterfeit goods enter 
the UK via ‘grey imports’. The 
ICCE explains some of the risks 
for resellers. 


The Genuine Article 
www.icce.net/newsletter/ 
index.html 

Designed for businesses 
whose products are being 
copied. The ICCE's newsletter 
covers the ongoing battle 
against fakes. 


Consumables, Counterfeit 
and ICCE 
www.icce.net/newsletter/ 
ICCE-OPI%20Pub.pdf 

A detailed analysis of the 
global trade in counterfeit 
consumables. 


The Anti-Counterfeiting Group 
WWW.a-cg.com 

A collection of anti- 
counterfeiting literature 
aimed at consumers. 


Counterfeiting 

Intelligence Bureau 
WWwW.iCC-cCcS.org 

The CIB is part of the 
International Chambers of 
Commerce and provides an 
overview of anti-counterfeit 
actions. 


IT COUNTERFEITING 


While illegal traders on Oxford 
Street, London have been moved 
on, IT goods can be sold in much 

less exposed means. 


managed to copy these too. Jamie Gryce explains: 
“On laser cartridges we have a hologram, and if 
you look at it face-on you'll see the HP Invent 
logo. If you tilt it to one side, it turns HP blue. 
We've had cases of people trying to copy that 
hologram, and customers saying ‘well, it has a 
hologram on it so it must be HP? but you can 
smudge [the fake hologram] with your finger.” 

While counterfeiters are getting better at 
packaging their products, there are still tell-tale 
signs that apply to most consumables. “Is it in 
normal packaging? Are the right seals on the device?” asks 
Gryce. “If there’s some dust or toner in the box, then there’s 
something wrong because our cartridges don’t do that 
when they’re packaged and they don’t do that when they’re 
installed.” 

He continues: “With inkjet cartridges, there’s a plastic 
seal on the print head and it’s specially designed: it seals 
the cartridge and peels off without leaving residue on the 
print head. If that’s not there or doesn’t seem like an HP 
one, that’s a tell-tale sign that something is wrong.” If you 
suspect you've been palmed off with a fake, HP has a 
hotline on 0870 010 4320. Also, the ICCE runs a 
validation service for resellers and large volume 
customers, called Validate!, and you'll find details on the 
ICCE site at Www.icce.net. 


Chip and win 

Whether it’s tamper-proof packaging, certificates of 
authenticity or holograms, it seems that counterfeiters can 
fake anything, so many manufacturers are turning to 
technological counter-measures instead. NEC is working on 
software for its microprocessors that will detect counterfeit 
batteries in digital cameras, while printer manufacturers use 
‘smart chips’ to detect dodgy cartridges. Use of technology 
like this could raise concerns that, while preventing illegal 
consumables from working, it might also be used to prevent 
third-party firms from selling legitimate products. 

HP uses this kind of chip technology, but Jamie Gryce 
stresses: “We use smart chips and other competitors use 
killer chips. The two are very different.” How does a smart 
chip work? “If you were to 
put a counterfeit product in, or a remade/refilled cartridge 
- and I’m not trying to mix up the two here... we know 
that remade/refilled cartridges are in the market, but 
counterfeit cartridges come in HP packaging and look like 
HP products - the software on the system will tell the user 
that there’s an alien device in the machine,” he says. “All 
that will do is stop them using the smart technology 
software [ink reporting, print optimisation and so on] but it 
will not in any way stop the machine working, You will 
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Source: EU Taxation and Customs Union, statistics for Q1 and Q2 2003 Figures represent percentage of all items seized by product category 
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lose some software functions, but it won’t stop the printer 
from working normally.” 

Not all manufacturers take the same approach. In 
2003, Lexmark invoked the controversial U.S. Digital 
Millennium Copyright Act (DMCA) against a firm that 
made third-party versions of the chips embedded in its ink 
cartridges. The action was unsuccessful and in a separate 
move, the EU ruled that such chips prevent third-party 
firms from competing in the consumables market. As a 
result, firms such as HP have to compromise between 
detecting illegal items and allowing consumers to use 
third-party consumables. 


The future of fakes 

If manufacturers can’t create fake-proof packaging and 
can’t use chips to lock out other people’s products, what 
can they do? Jag Gill says: “The only way you can fight 
back is by educating the channel about the problem. That’s 
more a preventive strategy, and a lot of brands utilise 
holograms, invisible threads and various other 
technologies where it becomes obvious whether a product 
is counterfeit. However, you need to give distributors 
enough information so they know what to look out for.” 

The second part of the strategy is direct action such as 
customs raids. “We work with customs, the police and 
trading standards who then become part of the machinery 
for direct action, and we get a lot of assistance from those 
organisations,” says Gill. 

Unfortunately, when the counterfeiters are caught, 
sentences are often derisory. In July, the courts finally 
caught up with “the world’s biggest bootlegger,” who had 
netted an estimated £15million from sales of bootleg 
CDs. 33-year-old Londoner Mark Purseglove was 
sentenced to just three and a half years in prison, 
although his sentence may be increased by a further five 
years if he doesn’t pay damages of £1.8million by the end 
of 2005. As Gill admits, “one of the unfortunate things 
about Intellectual Property crime, which is essentially 
what this is, is that historically it hasn’t been recognised 
as a severe crime. Often, people get fines and they don’t 
even get custodial sentences.... I think we fall very short 
of where it should be in terms of deterrent value.” 

Our anonymous investigator agrees. Despite its 
illegality, “counterfeiting is seen as a victimless crime,” he 
says, and he argues that it’s an attractive option for 
would-be criminals. “Because it’s not a high-priority crime 
compared to drugs or arms sales, you're less likely to get 
caught. If you do get caught, the sentences are going to be 
quite low,” he explains. “The maximum UK sentence is 
ten years, but nobody gets ten years unless they’re a 
really big player or there’s a health and safety issue... If 
you look at how much money you can make from fakes, 
you can probably make as much as you would from drug 
trafficking - and it’s a lot safer.” 

He pauses. “If I wanted to be a criminal, ld go into 
counterfeiting.” PCP 




















FREE SOFTWARE 


Complete 
versions of all the 
software detailed in 
this feature can 
be found on 
this month’s 
cover disc 











Davey Winder 


waveysweb @futurenet.co.uk 


Davey Winder is an 
award-winning technology 
journalist and a founder 
member of the Internet 
Society of England 


e software 


Davey Winder explores largely untapped free programs that offer just 
as many features and flexibility to your design as to your workflow 


loading it up with software can often cost the same 

again. Sure, the smart money makes sure that your 
new PC comes bundled with as much relevant software 
as possible, but inevitably you're going to have to put your 
hand in your pocket and sacrifice some cash to the God 
of productivity at some point. Or maybe not. There’s 
nothing particularly new about freeware. Back in 1984 the 
GNU Project (www.gnu.org) formed to develop a free 


| f it weren’t expensive enough buying your PC, 


GNU Operating System - Free Software Foundation 


Free as in Freedom 





Obviously, there’s no legal route to a free Windows operating 
system but GNU does offer alternatives. 


operating system based on the Linux Kernel. It was 
exciting back then and it’s still exciting today, as more 
and more free software becomes available. This is thanks 
to high-speed Internet links and CD or DVD freebies 
stuck to the covers of magazines such as PC Plus. With a 
simple distribution channel, and a growing online 
community of users and developers, freeware is not only 
easier to access, it’s also more reliable, useable and often 
better than commercial alternatives. 

Next month, we'll explore legal and licensing issues of 
using free software in some depth but this month, we 
thought we'd trawl the Internet on your behalf in an 
attempt to find the very best freeware applications for 
every occasion... 


The digital content creation system 
Traditionally, one of the most expensive areas of 
computing when it comes to populating your PC with 
software, the demanding task of multimedia manipulation 
is ruled by the likes of Adobe, with price tags to match 
its high-end reputation. However, it’s possible to put 
together a fully functional free alternative but one that’s 
easier to learn (if you choose the right applications). Yet, 
don’t be fooled into thinking you can match the power of 
Photoshop or AutoCAD with freeware. These professional 
power apps demand high prices because they’re 
unmatched in their field. Even so, the most ambitious pro 
will admit that they only use a fraction of the features 
available to them, so there’s certainly a good argument for 
scaling down and focusing on the functionality you really 
need. When it comes to photo editing, there are two main 
contenders for your attention. IrfanView (www. 
irfanview.com) is an image viewer with plenty of basic 
creative effects on offer, but the focus here is on the fact 
that it supports just about any graphic file format you can 
throw at it, and has excellent batch conversion 
capabilities. The GNU Image Manipulation Program, AKA 
‘The GIMP’ (www.gimp.org) is one of the oldest open 
source applications and can handle everything from basic 
paint creations through to automated photo fixes, and 
supports plug-ins to enable things like animation creation. 
If your movie editing ambitions rise above flick-book 
animations, then your choice of freeware is rather limited, 
but not non-existent. Despite being very long in the tooth, 
the German Zwei-Stein (www.thugsatbay.com) 
program remains the best of the bunch. Don’t expect a 
slick interface but underneath the Noddy surface, you'll 
find plenty of powerful features such as the ability to edit 
up to 256 clips each with 64 applied visual effects. This 
non-linear, non-destructive, vintage gem has the 
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Zwei-Stein is your best choice for 
free movie editing software. 
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Disc burning using DeepBurner. 


Cad Standard Lite - surprisingly 
professional results for free. 





Welcome te KMadi 1.6.2 
het s be oot tee he Bes Losine eames io 
Å< 


e pmp in wy paety neee aes po torent s $o 
~ eee 

e Meco ~ e M amm Ghee oe aane 
om 


Looking for a change of pace? Linux 
has never been easier to get into. 


ae PCPlus 221 | October 2004 





FREE SOFTWARE 





cropping, panning and key 
frame effects you need at a 
price you can’t ignore. And you 
shouldn’t ignore EasyDivX 
(http://easydivx.does.it) for 
simple yet effective DivX movie 
creation (thanks to step by step 
wizards), or DeepBurner 
(www.deepburner.com) for 
burning DVDs. It doesn’t have the sheer power of Adobe 
Encore but it doesn’t cost £400 either! Finally, in this 
expensive triumvirate of digital darkrooms, PC video 
production and Computer Aided Design we have to admit 
defeat. Well... nearly. There is so little free CAD software 
available that’s up to the job of producing technical 
drawings, blueprints and house plans (unless you count 
old or discontinued versions of commercial software that 
appear on magazine cover-mounts, and we don’t) that 
were hard pushed to recommend any. However, 
VectorEngineer Quick-tools edition (www. 
vectorengineer.com) is a free personal CAD system 
that is perfectly capable of producing professional 
technical drawings, and Cad Standard Lite (www. 
cadstd.com) can export files as DXF to view in 
AutoCAD. Both have commercial elder siblings and are 
best approached as being feature-crippled tasters rather 
than serious professional tools. If your creative talents lie 
in the field of sound editing, you're not going to be 
disappointed. With access to Audacity 
(audacity.sourceforge.net), which 
comfortably holds its own with many 
commercial alternatives, you're in luck! 
Because it’s open source, there’s no built-in 
MP3 encoder (you can use an external 
encoder app if you have one), yet AIFF, Ogg 
Vorbis and WAV are all well supported. And 
automatic track-mixing is supported (when 
dragged into a single edit window), amplitude 
envelope editing and support for VST and 
LADSPA effect plug-ins. 


The small office/home office system 
Productivity software is the meat and potatoes 


Operating systems 








OpenOffice — still the best no-cost alternative to Microsoft's 
powerful package. 


of every PC, and for the most part, its Microsoft providing 
the gravy. As much as ‘Bill-bashers’ would prefer 
otherwise, this is for a better reason than the whole ‘big 
corporation’ and ‘market stranglehold’ arguments: 
Microsoft Office is actually very good. Unfortunately, it’s 
not cheap. The freeware selection may not beat Microsoft 
hands down, and there’s little in the way of integration 
between apps, but you can effectively run an office using 
it. Well, using OpenOffice.org (www.openoffice.org), to 
be precise. Developed from the commercial StarOffice 
suite acquired by Sun Microsystems back in 1999, 
OpenOffice.org is both free and multi-platform and 
retains compatibility with Microsoft Office file formats, 
including Word and Excel. As well as reading and writing 
Office files, it can also create PDF files with a single click 
and without the need for expensive third party 
applications. Furthermore, you can export presentations to 
Macromedia Flash SWF format for added flexibility in the 
wired workplace. The core office applications are provided, 
including word processor, spreadsheet with 2D and 3D 
charting functions, multimedia presentation creator, 
drawing application that handles diagrams and dynamic 
3D illustrations with ease, and database user tools that 
support dBASE databases. On the downside, the interface 
isn’t as intuitive as Office and there's a hefty learning 
curve to overcome, but that’s about all that can be said 
against it. Whereas Microsoft Office is very much a bunch 
of separate applications bundled together (although in 
fairness, integration has improved over the years), 
OpenOffice.org was designed from the ground upwards as 
a fully-integrated package. If you don’t want all that it has 


The free alternative to Windows and Mac OS is the mighty penguin! 








Despite what 
Microsoft may tell 
you, the days of ‘there 
can be only one’ as 
far as operating 
systems go are long 
dead, and you don't 
have to sign up to the 
Apple Mac lifestyle 
plan either. Linux is 
the way to go, 
complete with 
graphical user 
interfaces that a 
Windows user will feel at home with 
and an ever growing pool of business 
class software to accompany it. 

And thanks to the open source 
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movement, much of it is free. 
Unfortunately, back in the real world, 
the leap to Linux is just too great to 
make in one jump. Time is needed to 
climb the Linux learning curve, to 
ensure cross platform software 
compatibility, and all the while run a 
business or get on with day to day 
computing tasks. Unsurprisingly, the 
solution for most people is dual booting 
OSes. These have been popular ever 
since Microsoft introduced Windows XP 
and allowed a simple dual option to be 
included when upgrading to the new 
OS. Throwing Linux into the mix isn't 
actually that difficult, but you do need 
to be comfortable at the command line 
and happy about partitioning your hard 


drive. If you are, it’s just a case of 
installing XP first and your Linux 
distribution last, most of which will give 
you the option of installing a boot 
loader such as GRUB or LILO on the 
Master Boot Record at the first boot 
screen. Otherwise, we'd suggest this is 
one occasion where your wallet is 
required: shell out a few quid for 
PartitionMagic (www.powerquest.com/ 
partitionmagic) that brings a graphical 
interface into partitioning and boot 
loading, and does an exemplary job of 
both. So yes, it's possible to break away 
from Microsoft, sort of. It’s possible to 
do it for free, sort of. For most of us, for 
now, compromise is the most sensible 
way forward. E 
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pamela 


Skype offers itself for 
free, as well as the 
phone calls you make 
while using it too. 


to offer, then the 
freeware pool has 
plenty of component 
parts to tempt you. 
NoteTab Light (www. 
notetab.com) sits 
between Notepad and 
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place of Microsoft Visio for 
diagram charting, The simple 
but effective Dia (http:// 
hans.breuer.org/dia) uses 
the GIMP Toolkit and easily 
draws everything from simple 
circuit diagrams through to 
complex flow charts and 
entity relationship diagrams. 
Finally, if you want to cut 
down on your telephone costs 
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Fahrenheit -> Centigrade 
Centigrade -> Fahrenheit 


NoteT ab Light is the ultimate (EEREMCHER TE Etna: and 

a capable HTML editor. A slimmer version of the award- 

winning NoteT ab Pro, this slick application makes text editing 
a breeze. Move quickly around a stack of large files with a 
simple tabbed interface. Format your text to your heart's 

content. Write with the font of your choice, fixed-width or 
proportional. 


If you need to cut and paste chunks from a pile of files, forget 
the Clipboard: you can set up a Paste Board file to save text 


clips automatically. Strip HTML tags from your files. Call up 
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Save a small fortune on phone bills by 
using Skype to call your friends today! 
You can even add your own picture! 


Wordpad in terms of 
functionality. It’s a free 


and jump aboard the Voice Over Internet Protocol 


complete document statistics instantly. Use powerful, system- 
wide search and replace tools. 


Speed up your work with text macros: you can use them as rey 
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text editor that 
enables the opening 
of multiple documents in tabs, and has basic HTML 
editing built-in for good measure. TextShield Fusion 
(http://members.lycos.nl/textshield) is so feature- 
rich, you'd be excused for thinking it’s a commercial word 
processor. For your (lack of) money you get a spell 
checker, a word art facility and basic DTP functions, such 
as the ability to flow text around objects and insert images 
into documents. It will also save files with zip compression, 
if requested. Word compatibility is good, with the ability to 
save documents as .rtf, and, if you load up a Word .doc 
file, it’s converted to .rtf without fuss. When it comes to 
spreadsheets, there’s no such choice. Indeed, we 
recommend that you stick to OpenOffice.org if only for the 
spreadsheet application - Calc - as it’s the best freeware 
version you'll find. The same is true when it comes to 
databases. Apart from MySQL (www.mysql.com), an 
open source relational database management system 
whose popularity means it can claim some five million 
active installations (including Google and Yahoo among 
its customers), there’s not a great deal the freeware world 
has to offer typical Windows users. TreePad Lite (www. 
treepad.com) is about the best of the ‘personal’ 
databases that uses a familiar Windows Explorer-like 


bandwagon, a good starting point is the totally free Skype 


for HTML editing. 


(www.skype.com). As easy to use as any Instant 


Messenger client, with which it shares 


much in the way of 


interface design and underlying technology, it enables you 


to make crystal clear voice calls to oth 


er Skype users, and 


no money changes hands! It’s strictly a computer to 
computer medium for now, yet you can’t argue with the 


value for money. 


The web development system 


Of all the usage genres, web development should lend 
itself best to the freeware concept. After all, the web was 
built on a foundation of resource sharing and community 
support. Well, yes, but a copy of Macromedia 
Dreamweaver MX will set you back £300, which isn’t to 


say you have to follow the 
herd and splash the cash. 
Hardcore web scripters will 
tell you to use Notepad for 
your markup, which is nice 
and free. But this is perhaps 
a little extreme. At the very 
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Java-scripted Arachnophilia 
features an integrated FTP server. 


interface, but it’s probably best to think of it as a PIM 
(Personal Information Manager) and notepad than a 
serious database application. Linux users can explore 
www.freshmeat.net for a plethora of solutions. You'll 
have better luck when looking for something to take the 


System security 


Looking after your PC for free, but do take care... 


Although we'd normally subscribe to the 
view that system security is worth 
paying for, if you still refuse to splash 
the cash, we'd rather you had some sort 
of protection rather than none at all. 
This means you won't be getting the 
same support, the same levels of 
protection nor ease of configuration as 
the ‘pro’ versions you would usually 
have to pay for. You could, however, 
invest your time instead of your money 
in reading the documentation and 
trawling the user forums to make sure 
youre getting the most out of your free 
security. When it comes to firewalls, the 
recommended freebie is ZoneAlarm 
(www.zonelabs.com), which isn’t a bad 
choice but some users do report system 


stability problems. It provides better 
protection than the incoming-only 
Windows Internet Connection Firewall 
that comes as standard with XP 

Kerio Personal Firewall (www.kerio. 
co.uk) has good packet filtering, file 
integrity control, intrusion detection and 
event logging, as well as an automatic 
update feature. It’s very stable and 
worthy of a download. As are AdAware 
(www.lavasoftusa.com) and Spybot 
S&D (www.safer-networking.org), 
which should be used in tandem to 
ensure you have no spyware infesting 
your system. When it comes to antivirus, 
there's really only one serious freeware 
contender and it has to be AVG Antivirus 
(www.grisoft.com). The free edition is 


least, use something with * Separator * 
HTML knobs on like pd 
NoteTab Light (already A 
mentioned in the SoHo pb 
section). If it’s free, why not Boer 
spoil yourself and take as T tec 
much of the boring work out wearin 

of the task as possible with i 
something like AceHTML Ls 


buried among the 
commercial download 
options, so you have 
to put your specs on 
in order to find it! You 
get regular automated 
updates and an email 
scanner as standard, 
but you can't install it 
on servers and there's 
no advanced 
scheduling features. 
More importantly, 
there's no technical 
support with the free download, and as 
AVG is more difficult to set up than the 
likes of McAfee or Norton, this could be 
problematic for some. E 
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ZoneAlarm isn't as effective as a 
hardware firewall, but will cover 
most of your needs. 
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Web Page Wizards 

WebPlus is loaded with pre-made 
templates, use the templates as 
is or modify as needed. 





Edit Code as needed 


FREE SOFTWARE 


Multiple Document Interface 
Work on more than one Web 
page at a time, even drag & 
drop between them as you work. 


Table Editor 


Online Help 

Easy to use reference to the 
interface, a comprehensive "How 
To" section & more. 


Professional Output 


No matter what your Web site 
project is WebPlus 6 can handle 
it with ease! 


Communicate more efficiently & 
produce clear cell based tables, 
even include formatted text. 


Like to enter your own code? 
Our WebPlus lets you edit code 


See what's included in the FREE WebPlus 6 download... 





WebPlus - the ultimate freeware 
bargain courtesy of Serif. (No room 
for it on the SuperDisc, sorry)! 


Freeware (http://software.visicommedia.com/en/ 
products/acehtmlfreeware), which adds a syntax 
checker, code explorer and about 175 DHTML and 
Javascript samples. There’s a decent style sheet editor and 
even a spell checker (a nice touch). We also like 
Arachnophilia (http://vps.arachnoid.com/ 
arachnophilia/) despite, or maybe because of, it being a 
Java application. This unusual approach is followed 
through by adding touches like the built-in FTP server and 
an advanced macro editor that enables you to edit most of 
what you'd think of as hard-wired commands, such as 
application menu bars and toolbars. Perhaps the ultimate 
freeware bargain comes courtesy of Serif and WebPlus 6 
(www.freeserifsoftware.com). OK, it’s a few years old 
now but it’s the full product and Serif are giving it away for 
free! You can download it or have it sent to you in the post 
(on CD), if you ask nicely and pay the postage. Don’t 
expect it to produce contemporary cutting-edge websites, 
but if you want a wizard and template-driven page builder 
that’s easy enough for Grandma to use, you probably 
won't find much better for your money. 

The Lightspeed Web Optimizer (www.moo3.at/ 
bladefist) appealed to us, stripping out unnecessary 


Internet essentials 
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Optimise your HTML code with LightSpeed. 


characters and spaces from your HTML, leaving the core 
code untouched. Why bother? Simple, smaller and tighter 
code equals faster delivery to viewers and less load on the 
server. The kind of feature you might expect to find in a 
high-end development environment can now be added to 
your low cost version at, well, no extra cost. Just about 
every HTML editor these days has some kind of code 
validation function built-in, but Xray2 (http://architag. 
com/xray) doubles up as an XML editor and real-time 
W3C XML 1.0 validater. By validating as you type, you 
learn from your mistakes and correct them in real-time. 
When the lower edit window toolbar is green, your code is 
good and if it turns red, it’s not. The addition of tightly 
integrated online tutorials, courtesy of the XML University 
(http://xmlu.com/xmlu/), makes this freeware app an 
editor, validater and tutor all in one. Before we leave this 
section, there are two applications that we simply must 
mention. The first is PHP (www.php.net) which has just 
reached its fifth iteration. PHP is an HTML-embedded 
scripting language, used at no less than 15 million 
domains, that enables web developers to write 
dynamically generated pages quickly and relatively easily. 
PHP 5 provides a new object model: XML extensions built 
around the libxml2 library, a SimpleXML extension for 
easy manipulation of XML as PHP objects. The Apache 


Calling all freeware downloaders: email, news readers and Internet browsers! 


Keep up-to-date and 
responsibly informed 
with FeedReader 
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When it comes to email, Windows users 
are blessed with Outlook Express, a 
pretty good free email client bundled 
with their OS. In many ways, this is 
better than it’s big brother, Outlook, as 
it's leaner and 
quicker. This is 
because it’s just a 
mail and news 
client without all 
the office 


But it's not as good 
as Mozilla 
Thunderbird (www. 
mozilla.org) which 
is not only as easy 
to use as Outlook 
Express, but has 
better multiple 
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functionality on top. 


account functionality, safer HTML 
handling and a built-in spam filter that 
actually works once you've trained it a 
bit. Internet Explorer has recently been 
under fire, and justifiably so, for the 
gaping holes in security, which is as 
good an excuse as any to jump ship for 
another Mozilla project: Firefox. It’s a 
lightweight browser in terms of lack of 
bloat, but it packs a mean punch with 
tabbed browsing, integrated download 
manager, lightning-fast page rendering 
and support for ‘extensions’ (small 
downloadable plug-ins that add just the 
functionality you want and no more). 
And this functionality is more advanced 
than IE. We like the bookmark back-up, 
secure password generator, paranoia 
cache delete, and Gmail mailto link 
composer. If you want to retain the IE 


core for 100% compatibility, then try 
Avant Browser (www.avantbrowser. 
com) which also adds tabs, a pop-up 
stopper and a crash recovery mode, 
among other things. We can't 
recommend Opera as freeware, 
unfortunately, because to get it without 
paying you have to put up with adverts. 

Let's not forget chat clients, and 
when it comes to freeware essentials, it 
has to be Trillian (www.trillian.cc) 
which brings IRC, AIM, ICQ, MSN and 
Yahoo all together under a single 
skinable interface. Finally, although 
Usenet is rather 20th century, we 
heartily recommend a decent RSS feed 
reader to grab all the news that’s worth 
blogging. Our favourite free app has to 
be the open source FeedReader (www. 
feedreader.com). W 


HTTP Server Project (www.apache.org) is even more 
popular, recent surveys suggesting that more than 60 per 
cent of all websites are using it. This open-source HTTP 
server is multi-platform and aims to provide a secure, 
efficient and extensible service. The introduction of an 
Apache SSL secure serve project can only help achieve 
this aim. 


The home PC 

We admit that this is the one section within this feature we 
know we can’t cover comprehensively. When it comes to 
choosing the best freeware that represents your typical 
needs, every home user has different priorities. So we'll 
concentrate on the no-brainers instead, namely music and 
games! Until very recently, the music genre was pretty 
much covered by a handful of applications: Winamp 
(www.winamp.com), Musicmatch Jukebox (www. 
musicmatch.com) and, arguably, Foobar2000 (www. 
foobar2000.com). Winamp was the original Windows 
music player, introducing the concept of ‘skins’ to a wide 
audience for the first time and capturing our imaginations. 
The free version is a very able player with integrated music 
library and Internet radio functionality, and the 
availability of plug-ins bolstered by a fanatical user 
community to further extend usability into areas such as 
language packs, visualisation packs and recently even 
iPod support. It does most of what the paid-for version 
does, apart from rip MP3s and burn CDs. Musicmatch is 
actually very similar and, whichever you prefer, it will often 
come down to personal interface preference. Again, there’s 
a commercial version that adds CD burning and label 
printing, but the freeware jukebox converts CDs to MP3s, 
has an excellent music library function and will happily 
transfer your music to most MP3 players using a drag and 
drop interface. Foobar2000 is the minimalist antithesis of 
both. Instead, this highly configurable player concentrates 
on audio quality. There’s built-in support for WAV, AIFF, 
VOC, AU, SND, Ogg Vorbis, MPC, MP2, MP3, MPEG-4 
AAC without the use of component add-ons and a front- 
end with 11 resampling modes, 19 bit-depth modes and 
an 18-band equaliser. 

Enough to be getting on with? But, like we say, this was 
until recently when Apple hit the PC scene hard with 
iTunes (www.apple.com/uk/itunes). Totally free of 
charge, download and install this supremely sleek jukebox 
(Mac users have long since known what the fuss is about). 
You get instant CD track importing as soon as you put the 
CD in the drive, and iTunes will build your playlists 
automatically, as well as query an online database to save 
you the hassle of typing in track details. OK, this is 
nothing new and there are others that do this, but not as 
gracefully nor as efficiently. CD burning isn’t a paid-for 
option, as it’s all part of the deal. The same applies for 


GAMEHIFPO.COnmM 


The freeware community provides more for gameplay than it can 
for immersive graphics. 





FREE SOFTWARE 





jewel case insert 
creation and the ability 
to auto syne with an 
iPod (if you have one). 
But the real jewel in the 
iTunes crown is when 
you realise that it fully 
integrates with the 
download store. This is 
where you can preview, 
buy and download 
songs using the same 
software you already 
use for organising and 
playing your music. This 
service isn’t free but it 
adds great value to an 
application that is. 

You shouldn't expect quite the same degree of up-to- 
the-minute slickness when it comes to playing games for 
free on your PC (unless you're very naughty and rather 
silly by downloading pirated ones from WaReZ sites). 
However, if gameplay is more important than immersive 
graphics and total polygon count, then the freeware 
community comes to your rescue once again! 

Start off at GameHippo (www.gamehippo.com). 
This site has more than 1000 games from action to sports, 
including previews, screenshots and user ratings - we 
liked the look of Machines of Destruction, an action- 
packed overhead ‘cars with big guns’ blaster and Worm 
Wars IV, another racing, shooting, blasting, overhead 
action game. Rockstar (www.rockstargames.com) is 
giving away early copies of the superb Grand Theft Auto 
franchise and the original GTA is here to download free 
of charge, as well as Wild Metal, with the promise of 
more to come. Originally an expansion pack for 
Return to Castle Wolfenstein, Enemy Territory 
(www.splashdamage.com to download and www. 
savageleagues.com/et for friendly team-play) is a 
superb multiplayer game but a huge download at 257MB. 
If sport, rather than first person shooting, is your thing, try 
Online 3D Pool (www.flyordie.com) or one of many 
other well-presented free games, including air hockey, 
reversi, tanx and even Nine Men’s Morris, which is 
apparently one of the world’s oldest games. 





To add CD-burning to Musicmatch, 
you must sadly pay — it’s free 
with iTunes, though. 


In conclusion 
We won't pretend that commercial software is a dead 
donkey, nor that there’s a better freeware alternative for 
every requirement. Some of the brickbats thrown at 
freeware are undeserved, especially the ‘no support’ old 
chestnut. Truth be told, the ‘user forum’ support system for 
most freeware is often much better than the bored 
operator with a crib sheet and bad attitude you have to 
pay for. There can be downsides, such as applications 
being ‘crippleware’ - nothing more than an interactive 
demo used to force payment for functionality, or 
something loaded with spyware that increases the 
payload of pop-up ads and spam (the true cost of the 
software). But scams like these are on the decline and the 
true spirit of freeware continues to rise. The freeware 
landscape is starting to change with the uptake of Linux 
and the file-sharing culture which leads people towards 
an open source ideal. Just make sure you read the terms 
of the freeware license carefully. Many will restrict use to 
single, non-commercial installation, for example. For now, 
we'll leave you with the words of Francis Scott Key, well 
sort of. He was the lawyer who wrote the U.S. national 
anthem, yet today it could be the Internet anthem with 
just a few small changes: 
“Tis the open source banner; O long may it wave 

O’er the land of freeware, and the money you save!” PCP 
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Dave Howell 
dave.howell@futurenet.co.uk 


Dave Howell specialises in writing 
about developments in the legal, 
financial and public sector markets 


POWER you 





BUSINESS 


Once regarded as a drain on resources, Dave Howell discovers that 
a Strategic plan for IT training is the key to long-term profitability 


raining in information technology is now more 
| important than ever, as companies realise that a 

well-trained staff can enhance the overall 
performance of their businesses. Good IT training can 
also prevent costly downtime and allow a business to 
avoid simply fire-fighting technical problems when they 
occur. Research conducted by e-skills UK (www.e- 
skills.com) shows that more than 90 per cent of new 
jobs in the UK require the use of information and 
communication technology, yet more than half of UK 
employers feel that their staff do not have sufficiently 
developed IT user skills. 

If you think that training is just a waste of money, 
think again. A clear return on investment from IT training 
can be made, as IBM discovered when they saved £200 
million per year by moving 70 per cent of the courses that 
they run online. The Internet is fast becoming the 
preferred method of delivering training, with BT using e- 
learning to train 40,000 of their staff about Internet 
protocols in just six weeks. And training organisations 
report that knowledge retention is between 25 per cent 
and 65 per cent higher with online courses than with 
classroom-based training, Today, training your staff is 
something that’s ignored at your peril, and as Lee Wilkes 
from We Teach You (www.weteachyou.co.uk) points 
out, training is an investment in your business’ future: “We 
see more and more that SMEs are now looking to train 
their staff to give them a competitive edge, rather than 
ensure that problems are averted. The focus now seems to 
be that a knowledgeable workforce will be a tangible asset 
to the business.” 


Investing in knowledge 
Once seen as the exclusive province of larger 
organisations, smaller businesses are now taking IT 


= 





) . i Ri -. 
b; Neis- 
. + x Qa 
ri ` m 
. ` > 
» . T 
. A $ 
ant s ` 
e) ~~" > > 


Desktop and Internet-based training have now joined the 
traditional classroom approach. Together, they can be used to 
provide a complete training strategy for any business. 


training seriously by including its costs in their annual 
budgets. They’ve realised that they have to train the people 
they hire if their businesses are to remain competitive in 
the marketplace. However, as Mike Walsh, Cerco LT. 
Training and Recruitment (www.cercotraining.co.uk) 
points out, many businesses don’t go far enough with their 
training needs: “SMEs want permanent and rapid 
solutions to real world problems at a reasonable price. 
Companies tend to recognise the value of training staff 
but often, in practice, only train to necessity.” 

More than 50 per cent of network outages in the UK 
are caused by human error, according to research from 
Intelliden (www.intelliden.com). Errors could be 
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Books are a great way of 
supporting your staff once 
they've been trained. A good 
selection of high-quality 
reference books can be a 
great help to solve simple 
problems quickly. 





IT TRAINING 


avoided if your workforce 
had all the skills it needs 
to be able to properly 
use the technology it 
comes into contact with 
each day. Training isn’t 
expensive when viewed 
in relation to the possible 
savings in downtime that 
it could provide, not to 
mention the increase in 
efficiency that a well- 
trained staff can bring to 
your business. 

If your organisation is one that survives with a few staff 
that ‘know a little about computers’, then you must take 
urgent steps to put in place an IT training schedule that 
will give each of your staff members the core skills they 
need in order to perform their jobs to the best of their 
ability. Don’t make the mistake of thinking that IT training 
is only required by your IT support team, if you have one. 
Yes, they may have more day-to-day contact with your 
business core systems, but training all your staff to ensure 
that they’re competent with the tools they use every day, 
will secure your business’ long-term future. 

Many businesses attempt to save time and money by 
recruiting people that possess 
those technology skills their 
companies already use, but a 
recent survey by the CBI 
indicated there’s a lack of 
highly-skilled workers, which 
means that some 600,000 
jobs vacancies will go 
unfilled. And by 2010, 
technological advances will have created another two 
million high-skilled job vacancies, but no one knows where 
the people are going to come from to fill these posts. The 
message is clear: if you have a skilled workforce, do all you 
can to enhance the skills that your business already 
possesses as, increasingly, you'll find it difficult to recruit 
the staff you need off-the-shelf that already have the skills 
you require. 

Look closely at the skills that your staff lack now, and 
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A knowledgeable workforce is a productive workforce... 
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“Don't make the mistake of 
thinking that IT training is only 
required by your IT support 
team, if you have one...” 








One of the first award ceremonies for the new ITQ qualification 
certificates, which look set to change vocational IT training. 


begin a training program. This will pay massive dividends 
in the medium to long-term, as you'll see increased 
productivity and a reduction in system downtime. This 
will have a direct and positive effect on your bottom line. 
It’s often quoted that a business’ most precious assets are 
the people that work for it. This is certainly true today, as 
businesses compete for highly-qualified staff. Consider 
your workforce an asset you can develop with proper 
training, and not simply as a group of people who turn up 
every day and do their jobs. 

Many businesses see day-to-day outages and 
downtime as a fact of business life and usually outsource 
IT support, seeing this as a quick fix to their problems. 
With Gartner (www.gartner.com) estimating that the 
number of enterprises that will 
enter into new outsourcing 
relationships will increase by 
30 per cent in 2004, clearly this 
view is still very much alive 
and kicking. But think about 
how your business could save 
the cost of outsourcing these 
support services with the 
appropriate training of your existing staff. 

For many smaller businesses, outsourcing all of their 
technical support requirements would be the easy option, 
if they could only afford it. The lack of in-house IT training 
to enable them to adequately police their own systems is a 
real and constant problem. For the medium-term, 
outsourcing may be the only way to ensure that you 
minimise the downtime that your business systems will 
inevitably suffer, but for the long-term, how much of that 
outsourcing could you bring in-house with appropriate IT 
training? 

The IT training market has exploded, offering courses 
that cover every conceivable IT skill and delivered in a 
wide range of formats. So all the skills you currently buy 
in from outside contractors, you could conceivably bring 
in-house with the appropriate training. Take time to find 
out exactly what your training needs are before you look 
for an organisation to provide the actual training for you. 
You can do this in-house, or hire a consultant who'll look 
closely at every aspect of your business and advise on 
which areas could be improved with better training. This 
will be the best money your business has ever spent, as 
the rewards from a trained workforce will more than 
recoup the costs of a training development consultancy. 


Choosing your training 

Identifying the kind of training your staff needs is the 
foundation on which you can build a well-defined 
training program, something that Lee Wilkes of We Teach 
You (www.weteachyou.co.uk) whole-heartedly 
supports: “The first step in addressing training issues is to 
devise a strategy. In large companies, this is the 


responsibility of the Human Resources (HR) department, 
but in many SMEs, even if there’s an HR department, 
there’s more focus on payroll than training. This means 
there is no single person responsible for making sure that 
the company has the skills it needs to progress. A training 
strategy will reduce overall training costs and improve staff 
retention. There’s often a fear that if you train staff, they 
will leave, but what happens if you don’t train them and 


they stay?” 


If you're worried about the expense of training, this 
doesn’t have to be prohibitive. The traditional view that 
training must always take place in a classroom has now 
almost completely disappeared. More and more courses 
are designed and delivered online, which saves thousands 


of pounds in travel and accommodation costs. Many 


businesses shy away from training, perceiving it to be 
expensive, without actually looking at the facts. Training 
can be scheduled and structured so it’s affordable, and 


above all, has the least impact 
on your organisation’s day-to- 
day running. For the smaller 
business, time can be the 
deciding factor that determines 
whether any training takes 
place at all. Before you dismiss 
training as too expensive and 
time-consuming, take a look at 


what the many training organisations have on offer. You'll 
be surprised at how the market has changed over the last 


few years. 


For many businesses, vocational training is the ideal 
means by which they can equip their staff with the skills 
they need. The NVQ qualification in Information 
Technology has been in existence for some time, but has 
proved to be lacking in many aspects. This has now been 
replaced with a new national certificate called ITQ 


“The view that training 
must always take place in a 
classroom has now almost 
completely disappeared.” 


(www.e-skills.com/itq), and is the result of asking 
what businesses want from an IT qualification, as Eleanor 
Byram, e-skills UK (www.e-skills.com) outlines: “The 


current qualifications, such as 
NVQ, didn’t have a very high 
take-up rate. They were seen 
as bureaucratic by employers, 
so we went out and asked 
employers what they really 
wanted. The result is ITQ. 
What they wanted was more 
flexibility, so it would actually 


reflect the needs of their employees and their business.” 
Qualifications like ITQ aim to provide a national 


framework for learning that’s recognised by the National 


Knowledge is power 


Unlocking employee potential is the key to business longevity 


James Farquharson is the managing 
director of I.E. Training Centres Ltd. 
(Internet Exchange) that has been 
delivering funded and unfunded 
training programmes through the public 
library network, and in partnership with 
a number of Government agencies for 
the past 10 years. 


PCP Smaller businesses know they 
need to train their staff in the use 
of the technology they have around 
them, but what is their general 
attitude to IT training? 


JF lypically, small businesses take 

the view that they cannot afford to 
have their staff away being trained, 
particularly if they're not going to see 
an immediate benefit from any training 
their staff attend. Very often, employers 
don't know what they need and most 
have limited technical knowledge, as 
that is not their area of expertise. They 


don't know whats available and are 
frightened of the costs they might incur 
if they unlock the Pandoras Box that is 
IT training. 


PCP What is your view of the new 
ITỌ qualification? Does it fill a gap 

in the IT training market, and what 
effect do you think it will have on the 
level of IT training and knowledge in 
businesses across the UK? 


JF It's a huge improvement on the old 
NVQ in IT, and despite some question 
marks over the mechanics of it (like. 
evidence being more Important than 
qualification), it's definitely a step in 
the right direction. The flexibility of the 
programme is attractive to employers 
and, if properly introduced, the benefits 
are obvious. 


PCP A lot of smaller businesses 
have an IT ‘first aider’ who tends 


Occupational Standard, but the whole point of the new 
ITQ certificate is that they’re flexible and are modified to 
suit the needs of the people taking them. This is an 
important factor to bear in mind when you're designing the 
training program for your business. One size definitely 
doesn’t fit all. You shouldn’t send your entire workforce 


to be someone on staff who has 
some technical knowledge. Do you 
think that a lot of businesses are 
struggling along like this? 


JF Typically, small businesses rely on 

an employee with a bit of knowledge 
to keep their systems and equipment 
going, rather than making any kind of 
Strategic decision as to what levels of IT 
knowledge they need in their business 
and then getting on and acquiring tt, 
via training or recruitment. 


PCP What general advice would you 
give about IT training? 


JF Training is an investment not a cost, 
particularly as there are numerous 
routes to getting all or part of it funded 
by the Government. Investing in 
training staff gives short and long-term 
benefits, both in staff satisfaction and 
productivity. i 


IT TRAINING (es USINESS 


Training is now an essential part 
of business life. A company 
ignores the training of its 
workforce at its peril! 





James Farquharson, Internet 
Exchange (www.internet-exchange. 
co.uk) 
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IT TRAINING 


ONLINE TRAINING a quick overview of the best sites... 


e-skills www.e-skills.com 





The new ITQ qualification looks set to 
revolutionise vocational IT training in the 
workplace offering hands-on vocational 
training in a wide range of IT-related areas. 


Microsoft training 


www.microsoft.com/uk /learning 


WeTeachYou www.weteachyou.co.uk 
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More and more courses are now 
self-contained study modules that you can 

buy off-the-shelf. They enable businesses to 
easily track the cost of training. 
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Internationally recognised qualifications can 
can be expensive, but if your company 
needs the skills, they're well worth it. 


The institute of IT Training www.iitt.org.uk 











Offering 3,000 courses that use a mixture 
of online and offline training, organisations 
like this cater for all your training needs, 
from office applications to network support. 


Pearson 
www.pearsoned.co.uk 
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There are thousands of books to help 
support your staff's training. For the 
widest possible selection visit Pearson. 


IT Learn Easy www.itlearneasy.com 





offered as The official body of the IT training 


industry. Keep up-to-date with the latest 
development in IT training and make sure 
the training you buy is current. 


on the same course unless it’s directly relevant to them all. 
Look closely at the precise skills they need. You'll certainly 
find some common ground, such as better security when 
using the Internet, but clearly someone in your Customer 
Services department will need very different training to 
someone from Accounts. And be flexible in your approach 
to designing your training courses. If you spend time 
tailoring your training program to your staffs exact needs, 
you can ensure that the time and money you spend will 
equip your workforce with just the skills they need, that 
will then have a knock-on effect of improving your 
businesses efficiency and profitability. 

If your needs are a little more advanced, then there are 
a number of internationally recognised qualifications that 
your staff could take, with your sponsorship. There are 
established routes from organisations like Microsoft 
(www.microsoft.com/uk/learning/training) that 
can provide your employees with an internationally 
recognised qualification, but these high-profile 
qualifications are only the tip of the iceberg, and should 
only be embarked upon if you can show a real need for 
these skills within your organisation. Always ensure that 
you're clearly matching the skills you need to the 
qualification your staff is taking. All too often, a business 
will give a knee jerk reaction to training - often after a 





system outage - and send their staff on a whirlwind of 
training, with very little of it targeted to their personal 
needs (and the greater needs of the business as a whole). 
Try to resist the temptation to do this, and stick with the 
training strategy you've developed, or are in the process of 
designing, 


Road to success 

It can be mind-boggling to even make sense of the 
thousands of courses you could send your staff on, but 
your preliminary research will provide clear guidelines 
regarding the IT training you need. The new ITQ looks set 
to revolutionise the whole idea of vocational training when 
applied to technology. The pilot scheme has now finished 
and indications are strong that employers have had a 
positive reaction to the new training program, with 82 per 
cent of employers stating that the new qualification 
allowed their staff to do their jobs better. Even the smallest 
business now has the opportunity to train its staff to a 
higher level and benefit from improved training. 

Taking your training needs seriously is the key to a 
successful and productive program. As Steven Emden, 
managing director of Cerco Training describes (www. 
cercotraining.co.uk), a short course could be all you 
need: “At Cerco Training, we’ve used our wealth of 
experience to devise a course to help companies deal with 
their basic IT problems in-house with as little fuss as 
possible. This three-day course covers everything from 
disaster recovery precautions and virus protection, to 
sorting out printer problems, updating software, local area 
networking, finding lost documents and avoiding basic 
computer mistakes. While the training gives you a 
convenient in-house solution to those basic IT headaches 
we all face at one time or another, it also helps your 
company identify ways in which to improve your IT 
efficiency on a daily basis.” 

And, as Lee Wilkes of We Teach You (www. 
weteachyou.co.uk) concludes, training doesn’t stop 
after the certificate has been presented to your employee. 
“Having invested in a training programme, it’s vital your 
business reaps the benefits. This might sound obvious, but 
IT skills are quickly lost if they’re not practised and 
reinforced. It’s also difficult to justify a training budget if 
managers don’t record whether the skills objectives 
identified in the training strategy have been met. In 
addition, a reputable e-learning provider should be able to 
prove that your staff have improved their knowledge, and 
report on which members of staff have successfully 
completed which course. It’s also vitally important to 
support people when they complete training and make 
sure they put their new found knowledge into practice. 
Some training companies, such as ours, also provide 
follow-up tests and services to monitor the extent to which 
new skills have been retained.” 

For the smaller business, qualifications like ITQ, and 
the courses offered by the plethora of IT training 
businesses that have developed over the past few years, 
means that there’s no longer an excuse to ignore your 
business’ training needs. Training isn’t an extravagance 
that smaller businesses can’t afford. It should be placed at 
the very heart of your corporate culture. IT training has 
changed out of all recognition with the number of courses 
now on offer numbering in the thousands, and delivered 
in a number of formats, at least one of which should suit 
your businesses needs. Don’t delay! Begin to design your 
training program now and reap the rewards that it can 
bring to your business. PCP 
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RIM's BlackBerry 7730 is 
no ordinary PDA... 


12:21 


The BlackBerry Ripple 





A small, unassuming device has taken the business world by storm. 
Davey Winder looks at what makes up the successful RIM formula 


o longer a niche product, the BlackBerry 
| \ | (sometimes referred to as ‘CrackBerry’ because it’s 

so addictive) has grown from near obscurity to a 
handset-holding user base in excess of one million, and 
more than 17,000 Enterprise Server installations 
worldwide (mainly U.S.). But the BlackBerry ripple has 
now reached the UK and looks like being the corporate 
remote working device equivalent of the Holy Grail. In 
other words, it does everything that remote users want it 
to while leaving the IT admin folk firmly in control. On 
top of all this, the BlackBerry delivers the kind of ROI that 
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keeps bosses happy. With the announcement of the 
imminent release of BlackBerry Enterprise Server 4, which 
provides the back office muscle that enables client 
hardware to feel trim and sexy, could Research in Motion 
(RIM) finally see off the competition once and for all? Yet, 
nothing in the world of IT is perfect, and we’ve been 
looking for the weak spots and analysing the alternatives. 
Is it the perfect remote working dessert or will the 
BlackBerry crumble? 

Research In Motion (RIM) has managed to pull off a 
rare coup d'état (in the IT industry and communications 
marketplace, at least); a true success that’s not driven by 
hefty marketing budgets and a sales push from network 
operators. Its BlackBerry devices have achieved sales in 
excess of a million units and figures are increasing all the 
time, thanks largely to word of mouth. This success is 
made sweeter, and more surprising, because the 
BlackBerry is aimed at corporate users and making 
inroads into the enterprise market is not an easy task. 
One thing’s for sure, whether you're familiar with the 
hardware or not, the BlackBerry is no longer a niche 
product. It’s emerging as one of the more mainstream 
enterprise email solutions in town. Now, almost 
unbelievably in its sixth year of development, the 
BlackBerry isn’t merely a monochrome email- and 
messaging-based oddity. With colour screens, web 
browsing functionality and voice-calling, the BlackBerry 
is all grown-up. 

In short, what you get is a device that hooks into your 
Microsoft Exchange (or Domino and Groupwise) server 
and delivers email to wherever you may be, as if you were 
sitting at your desk. There really is little difference in the 
way your mail is delivered: it’s punched out securely 
through your corporate firewall, leaving all management 
functions to the IT department (as usual). Attachments 
are handled without fuss, opened up server side and 
pushed out page by page to the client device, which 
means your handheld isn’t having to suck up a huge 
memory requirement. This saves battery power and 
messages are displayed almost instantaneously. There’s 
also wireless synchronisation between your desktop and 
mobile, and problem-free scheduling and contact 
management. So, if you file a message on your BlackBerry, 
it gets filed on the desktop, and appointments originating 
from your mobile are synched with base. It really is like 
working on a small clone of your desktop computer (from 
a data perspective, at least). 


Server side up 

It’s at the server side where things get really interesting. 
The BlackBerry Enterprise Server is already highly 
scaleable and offers surprisingly transparent interfacing 
with Exchange, without actually dumping a huge resource 
load requirement on it - Research In Motion boast of 
enterprises holding 10,000 seats or more without any 
problems. A built-in centralised management console 
makes short work of administrative tasks and enables 
corporate-wide and workgroup-specific policies, such as 
handheld upgrades and back-ups. The ability to send 
wireless commands to enable and disable handheld 


BlackBerry 
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BlackBerry Support Services & Programs 


“your email remains encrypted 
at every stage between the 
enterprise email server and your 
BlackBerry handheld.” 


functionality is a godsend for the consistently over- 
stretched IT administrator. And end-to-end security using 
Triple DES encryption ensures your email remains 
encrypted at every stage between the enterprise email 
server and your BlackBerry handheld. This means 
security concerns remain with network administrators, 
who are confident that confidentiality is maintained. 
When email arrives at the Microsoft Exchange Server, a 
notification is made immediately to the BlackBerry 
server, which retrieves a copy, compresses and encrypts it 
and routes it to the relevant handheld. It really is this 
simple, whether retrieving messages or sending from your 
handheld. With the addition of the Mobile Data Service 
(MDS) component, you can extend HTTP connectivity to 
handheld devices for access to enterprise intranet and the 
Internet. Server front ends can easily integrate with the 
BlackBerry Enterprise Server by means of a framework 
that’s based on HTTP and XML. 

The new BlackBerry Enterprise Server 4 not only 
builds on solid foundations, it pushes into new territory as 
regards ease of use. Although the official launch isn’t until 
the end of the year, it does seem to have answered 
questions regarding wireless security, asset control and 
application development that users have voiced in the last 
year or so (as BlackBerry deployment has grown). Despite 
having only experienced a demonstration of the new 
server at the Wireless Enterprise Symposium in Chicago 
earlier this year, we can tell you that the key features are: 


{. Simplified deployment that enables users to connect 
their handheld to BlackBerry Enterprise Server with 


Global Carrier 
Networks 


cradle-less, wireless provisioning, This should make it 
much easier for IT departments to deploy the BlackBerry 
company-wide, and also maintain control without 
requiring centralised IT deployment. 


2. Enhanced handheld asset control that will provide 
additional statistics on handhelds deployed for 
administration and asset tracking, and the ability for IT 
administration to remotely control the installation of 
applications on handhelds. 


3. Additional wireless security over and above existing 
Triple DES (Data Encryption Standard) and S/MIME 
(Secure Multipurpose Internet Mail Extensions). These 
security improvements are with the full support of AES 
(Advanced Encryption Standard) and content protection 
on the handheld with local data encryption. 


4. Enhanced wireless experience by way of improved 
attachment-handling capabilities, upgraded browser for 
wireless access to Internet and intranet applications, and 
perhaps most importantly, improved telephony features, 
such as a more intuitive interface and speed-dial 
functionality. 


5. Simplified application development through Java 
development tools, which, when used together with the 
BlackBerry Mobile Data Service, should enable leverage 
of existing BlackBerry architecture and security models in 
order to deploy secure end-to-end applications without 
any additional infrastructure to learn or support. 


Enter the competition 

Marry the BlackBerry Enterprise Server with a set of 
BlackBerry handsets and you have the perfect long- 
trousered alternative to using a combination of mobile 
phone and PDA, or WiFi notebook, tunnelling back to 
base via a hotspot Internet connection. The only real 
competition is the latest version of Vodafone's 
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BlackBerry Handheld Software 





BlackBerry Enterprise Server 
securely pushes email through 
the corporate firewall to your 
handheld device. 
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Downtime Recovered 


Amount of downtime recovered during work time because of BlackBerry 


15 minutes or less 
16% 


16 to 30 minutes 
25% 
rper is mien 
Recovering wasted downtime 
using a BlackBerry 


deployment has a dramatic 
effect on ROI. 


The newly-released BlackBerry 


7230 will provide RIM’s service to 


a larger user-base. 
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More than one hour 
21% 


31 minutes to 1 hour 
Average 53 minutes IR 


n=141 
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‘Connect’ PC Card that brings ‘always on’ 3G connectivity 
to the mix, and the smartphone. The bad news for 
Research in Motion is that smartphones are starting to 

get a whole lot smarter and it needs to respond in order 
to parry the damaging blows inflicted on the BlackBerry’s 
market share. 

The response has been as clever as it was unexpected. 
RIM has been making deals with the likes of Sony 
Ericsson, who announced that the forthcoming 
replacement for the successful P900 SmartPhone, the 
P910, will have built-in support for email delivered by a 
BlackBerry Enterprise Server. Nokia, Samsung and 
Siemens have also acquired licenses to build BlackBerry 
functionality straight into their handsets. Take a look at the 
Nokia 6820 and you'll find it already has the client 
software to enable integration. Similar announcements of 
BlackBerry support have come from all the big UK mobile 
networks apart from ‘3’, although rumours abound that 
itll follow suit soon enough. Interestingly, this is likely to 
split BlackBerry users into two distinct markets. This is 
another clever move by RIM, as it means the doubling of 

potential market share. 

So, as well as the full- 
blown enterprise server 
connecting the BlackBerry, 
there'll also be a growing 
push towards SME users 
who might not have the 
Microsoft Exchange 
support behind them by 
way of a web-based 
solution. Of course, this will 
also appeal to small and 
home office users looking 
for a solid and reliable 
mobile email solution. This 
shift away from the core 
‘email push’ hints at an 
attempt to grow the brand 
within the wider market, yet 
it also shows a maturity of 
product within the central 
enterprise user base. 

There are already 
vendors out there who will 
sell you solutions that 
enable you to make use of 
the BlackBerry as a 

gateway to other things, 
like data that’s held within 
a CRM application but 
accessed via BlackBerry using 
third party software. 
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Future imperfect 
While the SmartPhones get smarter, thanks in no small part 
to the pushing of the BlackBerry, RIM continues to buck the 
trend by developing and manufacturing its own handheld 
devices. Watch out for a slimmer BlackBerry device, 
codenamed ‘The Charm’ (if our sources are reliable), that 
has less keys and is a third thinner than current models. 
Although some users have voiced concern over the 
BlackBerry wanting to become too much like a mobile 
phone, the flipside of the argument is just as true - mobile 
phones are becoming more like the BlackBerry. The truth is 
that the two will meet somewhere in the middle and then 
we'll see the ultimate remote email solution for corporate 
users and consumers alike. The good news is that this isn’t 
crystal ball gazing on our part, but rather the inevitable 
result of user-driven technology and solution services. 
According to a recent interview with RIM President 
Mike Lazaridis (from Techworthy site at www. 
techworthy.com), theyre working on Bluetooth and 
Wi-Fi solutions for future BlackBerry products, which is 
good news indeed. Don’t expect to see in-built cameras, 
though, which is equally good news as these will only 
draw more power and create bulk. 


“48 per cent of users who owned 
a PDA had stopped using it since 
getting a BlackBerry, 25 per cent 

of pager users likewise.” 


Ditching the PDA 

Ultimately, in this marketplace, ROI matters more than 
anything else, and according to research consultancy 
Ipsos-Reid (www.ipsos.ca) who carried out a study of 
the return on investment of BlackBerry deployment, this 
is where RIM strike hardest. Ipsos-Reid concluded that the 
value in “immediacy, productivity and direct costs 
savings” can be “nearly immediate”. The report summary 
stating that “the annual TCO of BlackBerry is virtually 
offset by direct savings from displacing other 
communications costs.” In raw percentages, they found 
that 94 per cent of BlackBerry users agreed it had 
improved their ability to stay on top of email, 93 per cent 
agreed it had allowed them to convert downtime into 
productive time, and the typical user reported 53 minutes 
of recovered downtime every working day. The same 
report suggested that 48 per cent of users who owned a 
PDA had stopped using it since getting a BlackBerry, 25 
per cent of pager users likewise. No wonder so many 
CrackBerry users are addicted... PCP 
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PCPlus LAB TEST 


-> Nine £599 PCs are put through their paces 
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ss Simon Williams 
Editor's Choice Performance Award simon.williams@futurenet.co.uk 
Our top award for products Awarded to products that Simon has been an IT journalist 
that combine exceptional excel in our performance and for 20 years, and has spent 
performance and quality with | quality tests, where money is half that time dissecting 
superb value for money less important computers, peripherals and 


the software they run 
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ces continue to fall, £599 has become a mainstream price 
p PCs. Simon Williams is surprised at what it can buy you 


-O you want a PC, either asa new about this group test were delighted with 
or replacement system, but you the price point, feeling it was a ‘sweet spot’ 
haven't got £1,000 to throw in their range and a chance to sell lots of 
around. The good news is you dont need machines. Others found it hard to deal at 
much money to buy a high specification this price, preferring to work at a higher 
desktop computer. level. It seems to be more about difference 
The price, £599 plus VAT, used to buy you in marketing strategies than a difficulty in 
an entry-level desktop PC, but with obtaining components. 
components getting cheaper and cheaper, So we asked nine companies who were Your guarantee 
the £599 tag now sits pretty much in the happy to build to a £599 price point to The manufacturers have 
mainstream. At this price, theres a good construct a high-value PC for general use in ea 
range of PCs, built mainly around AMD's the home, home office or small business. featured specifications while 
high-end Athlon XP processors, with lots of They presented us with a decent selection this issue of PC Plus is on 
memory, high-capacity hard drives and lots of different configurations to compare and SA ERN nki 
of extras — like DVD rewriters and memory contrast. And though there isnt a bad PC in changes will be due to 
card readers — that you might think would the bunch, they can still be rated one unforeseen shortages. Note: 
be restricted to more expensive systems. against the other, which is just what we've a a 
Some of the suppliers we contacted done here... 





THE PC PLUS BENCHMARK FOR PCS 
PROVIDES INFORMATION YOU CAN TRUST PCPlus 


The benchmark score for computers is derived from a comprehensive set 2004 m nE 


of real computing tests that evaluate every aspect of a PC system, not 
just the speed of the processor. The score provides an objective, 
scientific speed rating and is based on a score of 1.0 for PC with a 
2.2GHz AMD Athlon XP 3200+ CPU, 512MB Corsair DDR400 RAM, 
7200rpm Western Digital hard drive and the nForce? chipset.. 
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PRICE £704 (£599 ex VAT) 

SUPPLIER Carrera 0871 222 3456 
INFO www.carrerassc.co.uk 
WARRANTY Three years on-site and 
two years return-to-base, labour only 


PCPlus 
3DMARK2003 


3,000 6,000 9,000 12,000 


PCPlus 
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OCTAN 6800 PLUS 
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PRICE £704 (£599 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER CCL 01274 47 1257 
INFO www.cclcomputers.co.uk 
WARRANTY One year on-site, 
two years return-to-base 
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3,000 6,000 9,000 12,000 
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CCL AS30-PR 
Value 00900000000 
Features 000000000 


OVERALL 
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' C Sala asked for a short extension 
on our delivery deadline so they 
could fit a new nVidia GeForce card, 
the 6800LE, to its system. Apparently, 
Carrera is getting them at a competitive 
rate from Nvidia, presumably because 
the graphics giant is trying to challenge 
the prevailing trend towards well- 
priced AIl Radeon cards. 

The rest of the system supports 
this card well, using an Athlon XP 
3200+ processor, 512MB of 400MHz 
DDR memory and both CD-RW 
and DVD drives, though theres no 
DVD rewriter. The hard drive, at just 


CL gets closer and closer to 
producing a perfect PC each 
month and this AS30-PR system 
pushes nearly all the right buttons. It 
Starts with an Athlon XP 3000+ 
processor, supported by 512MB of 
memory and a 153GB hard drive. This is 
a good core specification but the 
company goes even further, including 
both a Pioneer DVD rewriter and a CD- 
RW drive with an integrated four-way 
memory card reader. This is an 
extremely flexible combination, 
providing methods to read and write a 
wide range of common media. 


aN 
PERFORMANCE 
WAWARD 


/6.6GB, is only around half the 
formatted capacity of most of the 
others in the group, however. 

Sound comes from the Nvidia 
nForce 2 chipset on the system board 
and though it provides 5.1-channel 
sound, Carrera has only supplied a 2.1- 
channel set of Mentor SP-310 
speakers. But while these are relatively 
unknown units, they give a reasonable 
sound for stereo reproduction. 

The GeForce 6800LE graphics card 
drives a 17in NEC LCD monitor, unusual 
in PCs at this price and a good reason, 
we believe, for the lower capacity hard 
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Sound comes from a 5.1-channel 
ADI 1980 sound chip on the system 
board that drive a corresponding set of 
Creative Inspire P580 speakers, 
providing true environmental sound for 
games and DVDs. The graphics adaptor 
is a solid All Radeon 9800 Pro and it 
runs a gargauntuan 19in, nearly flat- 
faced CTX monitor to good effect, 
offering a clear, well-defined picture up 
to its maximum resolution of 1,600 by 
1,200 pixels. CCL has also included a 
TV/FM tuner card in the specification, 
turning this system into a subsidiary 
television and radio. 
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drive. This gives a good clear picture 
and takes up a lot less desk space 
than the traditional CRT units provided 
by other suppliers. 


In use 

Carrera obviously expected to do well 
with its GeForce 6800LE graphics 
adaptor and the 3DMark results 
support this. The 3D results are 
noticeably better than all other PCs in 
the group, though the Evesham does 
well to come within a stones throw. 
The new SYSmark 2004 benchmark 
produced a PC Plus Index of 1.09 which 
is great considering the company and, 
with a specification very close to our 
reference machine, does nearly 10 per 
cent better through its configuration. 


Service and support 

Carrera provides its standard, excellent 
warranty with this system, comprising 

three years on-site cover and a further 
two years back-to-base. 


Conclusion 

The high points of the system are its 
cracking 3D performance (thanks to a 
top specification graphics card), LCD 
monitor, and a copy of Microsoft 
Works to get up and running with 
applications. Against this, theres no 
facility to burn DVDs and you only get 
Stereo speakers, but we think the sub- 
bass unit is excellent. 


In use 

With a similar specification to 
Eveshams Axis system, we were a little 
disappointed that the CCL PC didn't 
perform as well on either the SYSmark 
or 3DMark benchmarks. It produced a 
PC Plus Index of 099 and 3DMark 
indexes of 15,512 and 5403, all a few 
percentage points lower than their 
Evesham rivals. The Logitech wireless 
keyboard and mouse is a great bonus, 
though, and they're far easier to use 
than cabled alternatives, reducing 
desktop clutter in the process. 


Service and Support 

CCL provides a three-year warranty with 
the AS30-PR, the first-year of which is 
on-site with a next working day call- 
out. The following two years are 
back-to-base, but the company expects 
to turn around repairs within 24 hours. 
This is a fair offering. 


Conclusion 

This PC is really excellent value, with a 
particularly strong storage line-up, a 
decent large screen, more than 
reasonable performance and a good 
software bundle, including Ability Office 
and Panda Antivirus. Its sound and 
video sub-systems are well up to 
scratch and it offers a very effective 
platform for all kinds of business and 
leisure tasks. 








Q feels as if Evesham is 
struggling to build this Axis 3SB+ 
system to our target budget. Although 
core components offer a good 
performance, its specification is 
somewhat lacklustre. It starts off well 
with an Athlon XP 3000+, 512MB of 
333MHz memory and a 149GB 
Western Digital hard drive, but then 
things go a little astray. 

Theres no DVD rewriter, which is 
fair enough in a system at this price, 
but theres also only one disc drive of 
any description: a Sony CD-RW and 
DVD combo. This prevents you easily 





Q” of well-matched components 
in this JAL PC+ 3200 Pro system 
look good and provide better than 
average performance. It starts with an 
Athlon XP 3200+, supported by 512MB 
of fast 400MHz memory and a 114GB 
Maxtor hard drive. There are two 
removable media drives in the front 
panel, as well as the ubiquitous floppy. 
A 16-speed Sony DVD reader sits above 
an anonymous CD-RW that contains an 
integral /-way card reader. 

Sound comes courtesy of a Realtek 
ALC 650 chipset that supports 5.1 
channel sound, but is used in this 


creating any back-ups of your valued 
CD collection. 

The nForce2 chipset on the 
system board provides 5.1 channel 
sound but, as with the Carrera 
system, it drives a pair of simple 2.1 
channel stereo speakers. They are, 
however, Altec Lansing speakers, 
which give good frequency response 
and plenty of bass support, but not 
the rear channel effects essential for 
enhancing games and movies. 

Things improve with the graphics 
system, as theres another ATI Radeon 
9800 Pro graphics card. It runs a 1/in 


machine to drive a 2.1 channel set of 
Altec Lansing 221 speakers. (We can 
see a pattern developing...) They 
provide good stereo reproduction of 
CDs, but lack environmental ambience 
in movie soundtracks. 

The video sub-system is built 
around an All Radeon 9800 All-in- 
Wonder SE graphics card that comes 
complete with a video breakout box for 
connecting camcorders, and so on. It 
drives another Viewsonic Ultra Brite 
E/Of+ monitor, which is a popular 
choice for a good, workable picture on 
a tight budget. 


Viewsonic CRI monitor, but this is 
close to being fully flat-faced and 
provides a dynamic, sharp picture. 


In use 

We were pleasantly surprised by the 
benchmark results from the system. 
SYSmark 2004 produced a PC Plus 
Index of 1.05, marginally better than 
the Athlon 3200+ system we use for 
reference. 3DMark results at 15,351 and 
5,629 were nearly on a par with 
Carreras much vaunted GeForce 
6800LE card, suggesting that it may 
not be the ‘Radeon-killer’ Nvidia is 
perhaps hoping for. 


Service and support 

Evesham is one of the better players 
when it comes to warranty and, in 
this case, offers its standard two year 
on-site and one year back-to-base 
package. Turnaround on both parts 
of the guarantee should be approx 
one working day. These are very 
respectable timings. 


Conclusion 

There's very little application software 
bundled with the Axis 3SB+, though 
the Radeon card comes with copies 
of Pinnacle Studio 9 and Instant CD/ 
DVD. Overall, a couple of dips in the 
specification detract from what is 
otherwise a well-conceived, general- 
purpose PC. 


In use 

Benchmark results from the system 
are better than we expected, with a PC 
Plus Index of 1.18 — noticeably better 
than many others in the group. 
3DMark results, at 14,624 and 3,963, are 
also good, yet edged out by the 9800 
Pro and GeForce FX 6800 LE cards 
found in other systems. 

When we first tested this machine, 
we saw a very low SYSmark result. 
This was due to an incorrectly set 
system board jumper. Since all these 
systems are supposed to be soak- 
tested before delivery, an error like this 
should have been spotted. It cost the 
machine a Value point. 


Service and support 

JAL offers a two year on-site warranty 
with its PC+ 3200 Pro PC, with a stated 
turnaround of one to two days. After 
that, theres lifetime labour cover 
(back-to-base), though you have to 
pay for replacement parts. This is fair 
cover considering the price. 


Conclusion 

Theres not a lot of software supplied 
with this system, just Nero Express 
and no further applications. Even so, 
the PC is well-balanced and has some 
useful extras, like the video and TV 
extensions of the All-in-Wonder card 
and the memory card reader. 
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PRICE £704 (£599 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Evesham 0870 160 9500 
INFO www.evesham.com 
WARRANTY Iwo years on-site, one 
year return-to-base 


PCPlus 
3DMARK2003 


3,000 6,000 9,000 12,000 





PCPlus 


2004 BENCHMARK INDEX 
1 2 3 








Cmno 
EVESHAM AXIS 3SB+ 


Features 00900000 
Performance @©00000000 





PRICE £704 (£599 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER JAL 01782 84 8100 

INFO wwwjal.co.uk 

WARRANTY Iwo years on-site and 
lifetime return-to-base, labour only 


PCPlus 
3DMARK2003 


3,000 6,000 9,000 12,000 


PCPlus 


2004 BENCHMARK INDEX 
1 2 3 





Cm 
JAL PC+ 3200 PRO 


Value 009000000 
Features 0090000000 
Performance @©00000000 
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PRICE £704 (£599 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Map Computing 
0800 328 4213 

INFO www.mapcomputing.co.uk 
WARRANTY Three years 
return-to-base 


PCPlus 
3DMARK2003 


3,000 6,000 9,000 12,000 


PCPlus 


2004 BENCHMARK INDEX 
1 2 3 





Cmo 
MAP SXPI 64 


Value 000000 
Features 00900000 


0000000 








Performance 








PRICE £704 (£599 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Mesh 0870 046 4747 
INFO www.meshcomputers.com 
WARRANTY One year on-site, 
two years return-to-base 


PCPlus 
3DMARK2003 


3,000 6,000 9,000 12,000 


PCPlus 


2004 BENCHMARK INDEX 
1 2 3 


Cm 
MESH 


MATRIX64 2800+ BTX 
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his SxPi 64 system from 
newcomer Map Computing is a 
peculiar mixture of high and low spec 
components. It starts off well enough, 
with an Athlon 64 3000+ processor and 
512MB of 400MHz memory. Theres an 
Hitachi hard drive in there too, but with 
a formatted capacity of just /6.6GB — 
this is low compared with the others. 

The machine comes with a DVD 
rewriter, but no second DVD or CD 
drive for archive purposes. Useful 
extras Include a plug-in USB six-card 
reader and a total of four FireWire 
ports for connecting fast external 


heres a lot to like about this 
Mesh Matrix64 2800+ BIX PC, 
from its Athlon 64 2800+ processor to 
its 512MB of 400MHz memory, topped 
off with a 152GB Maxtor hard drive. 
This is a sound start for any PC and 
when you include a Sony DVD rewriter, 
your'e lifting the value even further. As 
you can see, theres no second DVD or 
CD-RW drive here, and no card reader 
either, but the lone DVD drive is still a 
very flexible device. 

Sound comes from a 5.1 channel 
ADI SoundMax chip on the system 
board that drives a set of Creative 





peripherals. These are the good bits 
were talking about. 

The sound system, if you can call 
it that, is one of the most mismatched 
we've ever seen. The Realtek ALC 850 
chip on the system board provides up 
to Z1 channel sound output, but here 
its fed into an extremely cheap pair of 
plastic satellites, which come as part 
of a boxed set with a lightweight 
keyboard and mouse. 

The video adaptor is a GeForce FX 
5200, a really low-end card to include 
in any 64-bit system running at 2GHz. 
It drives a 17in Hansol CRT monitor with 





Inspire P580 speakers, which also offer 
5.1 channel output. 

3D graphics are courtesy of an All 
Radeon 9550 graphics card, a new 
model that comes stacked high with 
256MB of video memory. It drives a 
Mitsubishi Diamond Plus 93SB CRT 
monitor that boasts an 18in diagonal 
picture, which is at least an inch bigger 
than most of the other displays in this 
group. Although the monitor is a big, 
heavyweight beast, it shows off a 
superb picture on its truly flat tube. If a 
tight budget forces you to get a CRI, 
make sure you get a big one. 


a noticeably round tube face and a 
micro chicken-wire effect across the 
picture. Not a good combination! 


In use 

A PC Plus Index of 1.13, however, is 
nothing to be sniffed at and shows 
again that the Athlon 64 is a worthy 
player, even in the 32-bit arena. The 
graphics card did its best, but could 
only manage 5,2/4 on 3DMark 2001SE 
and 1,010 on 3DMark 2003. In 
comparison, this is between three and 
six times lower than the leading 
machines in this group lab test. 


Service and support 

Map offers a three year, back-to-base 
warranty with its SXPi 64 system, and 
although you don't get on-site cover, 

it does include both parts and labour 
for the full term of the guarantee. This 
isn't a bad compromise. 


Conclusion 

A full copy of Works Suite 2004 is 
included with the system, along with 
Nero and MyDVD. The Works software 
is a bonus, as it also includes a full 
version of Microsoft Word. Despite 
this, the mismatch between the 
graphics system and the rest of the 
PC means you're wasting the power 
of the Athlon 64 in all but the most 
graphic-light of tasks. And let's not 
talk about sound again. 


In use 

The SYSmark benchmark produced 
a PC Plus Index of 1.13, which is 

fine but it refused to complete either 
of the two 3DMark tests we ran to 
check graphics performance. We 
suspect this is a driver problem with 
the comparatively new AIl Radeon 
9550 card, and Windows XP appears 
to agree with this, offering this 
explanation as a Suggestion in a pop- 
up error message. 


Service and support 

Mesh provides a three-year warranty 
with the Matrix64 2800+ BIX, which is 
about average in the market at the 
moment. lt does, however, cover parts 
costs for the full three years, which is 
much less usual. Call-out and 
turnaround times vary depending on 
where you live. 


Conclusion 

With copies of Microsoft Works 7 
Pinnacle Studio 9 and Pinnacle Instant 
CD/DVD, the Mesh Matrix64 2800+ BIX 
has a better than average selection of 
software. Assuming the company can 
sort out the video driver errors (and 
we have no doubt that they can), this 
is a fine example of what can be 
achieved on a fairly limited budget. 
And what a screen — vibrant colours 
and pin-sharp resolution! 





(yin TECH Plus 221.01 system 
is a good, solid design with much 
of what youd expect from a PC at this 
price point. Based on another Athlon 
64 processor (the 2800+ chip, also used 
by Mesh), it also comes with 512MB of 
AQOMHz memory. The Maxtor hard 
drive has a formatted capacity of 114GB, 
roughly in the middle of the field in this 
group, and also a DVD rewriter from 
NEC. Again, theres no secondary DVD 
drive to help with back-ups. 

Sound comes from an ADI 1980 
chip on the system board that 
produces 5.1 channel sound, and drives 





he good-looking Inspire 6012 
system from Systemax has most 
of what you should expect to find in a 
solidly built, mainstream PC. It uses 
another Athlon 64 processor, this time 
the 3000+, and supports it with 512MB 
of memory and a 111GB Samsung hard 
drive. Theres a DVD rewriter in there 
too, though theres no supporting DVD- 
ROM drive. Only you can tell how 
important a second drive is to you for 
copying and archiving. For many 
people, a single one is all you need. 
The modern MSI system board is 
based around Nvidia's nForce3 chipset, 





another set of the popular Creative 
Inspire P580 speakers. These handle 
all six channels and produce above- 
average sound for music, movies 

or games. 

The graphics adaptor is an All 
Radeon 9800 Pro, which is a good, 
high performance workhorse, more 
than capable of handling today’s 3D 
games. The Samsung SyncMaster 
/53DFX monitor is a good budget 
device yet the particular sample 
supplied by Microland was in a poor 
State, with the tilt and swivel stand 
broken. We assume this is a one-off 


and the Realtek ALC850 sound chip 
supports 71 channel sound. It’s a slight 
shame, therefore, that Systemax 

only provides a 2.1 channel VideoLogic 
ZXR200 speaker set, even though It’s 
the best stereo-plus-subwoofer 
package on review in this group. 

The graphics adaptor is a mid- 
range GeForce FX 5/00 unit, which 
drives a 1/in, nearly flat-faced CRT 
monitor from CTX. The display has 
been re-badged in Systemax colours 
and it displays a good picture. But 
theres some slight curvature to the 
tube face. 


because the unit has been used in 
other reviews. 


In use 

The component build of this PC 
ensures a good performance and a PC 
Plus Index of 1.17 is near the top of the 
group. lts fine on 3D performance, too, 
with 3DMark indexes of 14,135 and 3,973. 
While neither of these are group- 
leading, they're more than adequate for 
heavyweight graphics applications. 

The keyboard and mouse, from 
Logitech, is an unusual mix. The 
keyboard is cabled to a USB port at the 
back of the PC, while the mouse is 
wireless and connected to a transceiver 
built into the keyboard. This cuts costs, 
while still leaving you with a 
unencumbered mouse. 


Service and support 

Microland provides a two year, collect 
and return warranty with the TECH 
Plus 221.01. It's less than some others 
here, but C&R provides repair by 
Microland, while removing the high 
costs of returning the system. 


Conclusion 

This is a well-made PC, apart from the 
monitor yet there isn't enough about it 
that stands out. Theres no application 
software to get you started and there 

are better component mixes to be had 
elsewhere. A good effort, but no cigar. 


In use 

When we looked at the result from the 
SYSmark benchmark, which returned a 
strong PC Plus Index of 1.24 we 
thought we had a Performance Award 
winner on our hands. However, after 
the 3DMark benchmark runs, the 
overall figures didn't really stand up. 
The GeForce FX 5/00 graphics adaptor 
isnt at the top of Nvidias range and 
the figures from this unit reflect its 
lowly status. It certainly gives a 
reasonable account of itself, but 
against Alls equivalent cards, its just 
not in the top echelon. 


Service and support 

Systemax provides a two-year 
warranty with the Inspire 6012, 

and both years offer back-to-base 
cover, the first including labour costs 
as well as replacement parts. It's worth 
noting that this is a fairly wispy 
warranty, with only the second year's 
labour cover taking it above the 
Statutory minimum. 


Conclusion 

Systemax bundles a copy of Ability 
Office as well as Nero, PowerDVD and 
Easy CD Creator, which gives you a 
good base from which to start your 
computing. With a slightly more 
punchy graphics card, this system 
could have been in the awards. 
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PRICE £704 (£599 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Microland 0870 443 0399 
INFO www.microlanduk.com 
WARRANTY Iwo years collect 

and return 


PCPlus 
3DMARK2003 


3,000 6,000 9,000 12,000 





PCPlus 


2004 BENCHMARK INDEX 
1 2 3 








MICROLAND 
TECH PLUS 221.01 
CHD 


Performance @©00000000 





PRICE £704 (£599 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Systemax 0870 729 7644 
INFO www.simply.co.uk 
WARRANTY One year back-to-base, 
further year return-to-base, labour 
only 


PCPlus 
3DMARK2003 


3,000 6,000 9,000 12,000 





PCPlus 


2004 BENCHMARK INDEX 
1 2 3 
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SYSTEMAX INSPIRE 6012 
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Features 00900000 
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PRICE £704 (£599 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Watford Electronics 
0870 027 0900 

INFO www-savastore.com/watford 
WARRANTY One year on-site, five 
years return-to-base, labour only 


PCPlus 
3DMARK2003 
3,000 6,000 9,000 12,000 


PCPlus 


2004 BENCHMARK INDEX 
1 2 3 


WATFORD 
PERFECTA 5100 PRO 2 
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Tp atford has taken a different route 
to building its PC from that 
chosen by all the others in this group. 
For a start, it has based its machine on 
an Intel Pentium 4 processor running 
at 2.8GHz and has puts it into a Micro 
AIX system board, using an ATI RS300 

chipset with integrated graphics. 
32MB of the 512MB of 333MHz 





comparison with a dedicated graphics 
adaptor. The ATI chip drives a 15in 
Samsung LCD display that gives a clear 
display and, unusually from a monitor 
of this size, has an integral power 
supply. It's a slick option. 

The system board has less room 
available for expansion slots and there 
are only two available PCI sockets (a 


In use 

We experienced some problems with 
the Perfecta 5100 Pro 2 under test, as it 
was unable to complete the SYSmark 
2004 benchmark, producing what 
Windows XP described as ‘serious 
errors’ during the running of both the 
Internet and the Office Productivity 
modules. We also saw an error of this 
type during our run of 3DMark 2003, 
but we were able to complete 3DMark 
2001SE to gain a reference. It produced 
an index of 3,032 — disappointingly 
low. We believe the 3DMark 2005 
errors are either connected with the 
chipset drivers or possibly with some 
memory inconsistency. 


Service and Support 

Watford provides a six-year warranty 
with this PC, the first year of which is 
on-site cover. The following five years 
are all back-to-base and feature 
labour only support. It's a shame that 
more of the cover couldn't include 
replacement parts. Watford expects to 
get to customers in one working day 
for on-site cover, and to turn factory 
repairs around in two days. 


Conclusion 





little odd for a full midi-tower system). 
It does, however, include a dual-layer 
DVD rewriter from NEC and a 112GB 
Maxtor hard drive for storage. The 51 
channel Realtek sound chip drives a 
set of 2.1 Altec Lansing speakers. 


memory supplied with the system is 
allocated to graphics. This, in itself, is 
no real problem, given the amount 
available. However, we've yet to come 
across an integrated graphics chip that 
provides acceptable performance in 


Ability Office and Panda Antivirus are 
included but the inconsistencies we 
encountered, along with the wireless 
keyboard and mouse (that produced 
errors), held this system back. 


Value 00900000 
Features 00900000 


Performance ©0000 
OVERALL 6) 





Technology Focus — LCD vs CRT 
There's no excuse for buying a new PC with a CRT monitor instead of an LCD, is there? 


E ae a year ago, we would have seen very few PCs with LCD monitors 
in a Lab Test of PCs at £599 ex VAT. There were only two in this group 
and only one with a 17in diagonal, but even so, LCDs are continuing a 
relentless march to oust conventional CRT monitors. 

CTX, a key supplier of mainstream desktop monitors — providing 
displays for over a fifth of the systems in this group — claims LCD monitors 
will account for 54 per cent of its display sales in Europe this year. That's 
an increase of 12 per cent over last year and the first time LCDs have sold 
more than CRTs. A lot of the company's CRT sales are into Eastern Europe, 
implying that the difference is even more marked in the UK. 

The chief suppliers of LCD monitors worldwide are Dell, Samsung and 
HP and with new manufacturing plants on their way this autumn, its likely 
that prices will continue to fall. Some pundits forecast a fall of up to $5 a 
month throughout the year. 

The most popular display size for notebooks continues to be 14 or 
15in, but in the desktop LCD market, 17in is the size of choice. According 
to the research group IDC, 17in LCD monitors will account for 60 per cent 
of all desktop LCD monitor sales this year. Remember that, due to the 
vagaries of CRT monitor sizing, a 17in LCD panel has the same viewing 
area as an 18in CRT. 

The only thing that keeps the CRT market alive is the premium attached 
to LCDs and, while we're in this changeover period, conventional monitors 
will play to this strength. So now is a good time to look for CRT bargains 
before their prices start to rise again. 

It seems clear that LCD panels will take over as the desktop monitor 
of choice, in both the new PC and, increasingly, the replacement monitor 
markets. As prices continue to fall, PC manufacturers will use them as the 
default display devices with their new systems, even at comparatively low 
price points. It'll be interesting to look at the situation again in a year, 
should we run another Lab Test at this price point and see how many PC 
makers supply LCD monitors with their £599 PCs.@ 





LCD flat panels have a number of advantages over conventional CRT 
monitors and their main disadvantage, high price, is rapidly diminishing. 
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This month's contenders up close... 
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DETAILS 

Supplier Carrera CCL Evesham JAL Map 

Model Octan 6800 Plus AS30-PR Axis 3SB+ PC+ 3200 Pro SxPi 64 

Telephone 0871 222 3456 01274 471257 0870 160 9500 01782 848 100 0800 328 4213 

Info Www.carrerassc.co.uk www.cclcomputers.co.uk www.evesham.com www al.co.uk www.mapcomputing.com 

Price £704 (£599 ex VAT) £704 (£599 ex VAT) £704 (£599 ex VAT) £704 (£599 ex VAT) £704 (£599 ex VAT) 

Warranty 3 years on-site plus 2 years 1 year on-site plus 2 years 2 years on-site plus lifetime 2 years on-site plus 1 year 3 years return-to-base 
return-to-base, labour only return-to-base return-to-base, labour only return-to-base 

Warranty call-out/turnaround 2-5 days, depending on location 1 day/1 day 1 day/1 day 1-2 days/1-2 days 2 days/2 days 

Delivery charge £40 £34 £40 £21 £34 

SPECIFICATIONS 

CPU type/Clock (GHz) Athlon XP 3200+/2.2 Athlon XP 3000+/2.17 Athlon XP 3000+/2.17 Athlon XP 3200+/2.2 Athlon 64 3000+/2.0 

Level 2 cache (KB) 512 512 512 512 512 

System board Abit NF7 Asus A/V8X-X MSI MS-6729 DFI NFII Ultra Infinity MSI K8N Neo Platinum 

Chipset Nvidia nForce2 VIA KT400 Nvidia nForce2 Nvidia nForce2 Nvidia nForce3 

Memory/bus clock (MHz) 400/400 333/333 400/333 400/400 400/400 

Supplied memory (MB) 512 512 512 512 512 

Maximum memory (GB) 3 3 3 3 3 

Hard drive make ExcelStor J680 Hitachi HD722516 Western Digital WD1600JB Maxtor 6Y120L0 Hitachi HDS722580VLAT 

Hard drive capacity (GB) 76.6 153 149 114 76.6 

CD/DVD make/speed Samsung CD-RW/52x32x52 Pioneer DVD+RW/8x4x24 Sony CD-RW DVD combo/ Sony DVD/16x MSI DVD+RW/8x4x8 


52x32x52x16 





Sony DVD x16, floppy, V92 
modem, LAN 


Other drives and devices 


Freecom CD-RW 52x32x52, V92 
modem, LAN, 4-card reader, TV/ 
FM tuner 


Floppy, V92 modem, LAN 


CD-RW 52x32x52 inc 7-card 
reader, floppy, V92 modem. LAN, 
video breakout box 


Floppy, V92 modem, 6-card 
reader, LAN 


EXPANDABILITY 





PCI slots: total/free, AGP 5/31 


Drive bays external/internal 4, 2/5 


6/4,1 
4, 2/4 


5/3, 1 
4,1/4 


5/4,1 
4, 2/3 


5/271 
4, 2/4 





Ports 
FireWire, 1x parallel 


2x 9-pin serial, 6x USB 2.0, 1 x 


1x 9-pin serial, 6x USB 2.0, 
1x parallel 


1x 9-pin serial, 6 x USB 2.0, 1x 


FireWire, 1x parallel 


1x 9-pin serial, 6x USB 2.0, 1x 
FireWire, 1x parallel 


1x 9-pin serial, 8x USB 2.0, 4x 
FireWire, 1x parallel 


GRAPHICS SYSTEMS 

















Monitor model NEC AccuSync LCD71VM CTX EX951F Plus Viewsonic UltraBrite E70f+ Viewsonic UltraBrite E70f+ Hansol 730E 
Monitor type LCD CRT CRT CRT CRT 
Quoted/viewable (in) 17/17 19/18 17/16 17/16 17/15.75 

Dot pitch/max res (mm/pix) — 1,280 x 1,024 0.25 0.21 0.21 0.24 

Video adaptor Nvidia GeForce FX 6800LE ATI Radeon 9800 Pro ATI Radeon 9800 Pro ATI Radeon 9800 All-in-Wonder SE Nvidia GeForce 5200 
AGP level: system/card 8x/8x 8x/8x 8x/8x 8x/8x 8x/8x 

Video memory (MB) 128 128 128 128 128 

Soundcard Nvidia nForce2 ADI 1980 Nvidia nForce2 Nvidia nForce2 Realtec ALC 850 
Speakers Mentor SP-310 2.1 Creative Inspire 580 5.1 Altec Lansing AL121 2.1 Altec Lansing AL221 2.1 Colorsit UN-6100 2.0 
BIOS make Award Award Award Award Award 

Power: run/suspend (VA) 137/22 226/108 194/24 250/110 149/84 

Noise level (dBA) 40 40 44.5 40 40 

Operating system Windows XP Home Windows XP Home Windows XP Home Windows XP Home Windows XP Home 
Filing system NTFS NTFS NTFS NTFS NTFS 








Microsoft Works 7 DVD/CD-RW/ 
modem/sound utils 


PC verdict @ 
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Bundled software Ability Office, Panda AV, DVD/CD- 


RW/modem/sound utils 


PC verdict © 


Pinnacle Studio 9, Pinnacle Nero Express, DVD/modem/ 
Instant CD/DVD, WinDVD, CD-RW/ sound utils 


modem/sound utils 
PC verdict O PC verdict @ 


Works Suite 2004, Nero, MyDVD, 
Trend AV, modem/sound utils 


PC verdict @ 
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DETAILS 

















Supplier Mesh Microland Systemax Watford 

Model Matrix64 2800+ BTX TECH Plus 221.01 Inspire 6012 Perfecta 5100 Pro 2 

Telephone 0870 046 4747 0870 443 0399 0870 729 7644 0870 027 0900 

Info www.meshcomputers.com www.microlandtechnology .com wwwsimply.co.uk www.savastore.com/watford 

Price £704 (£599 ex VAT) £704 (£599 ex VAT) £704 (£599 ex VAT) £704 (£599 ex VAT) 

Warranty 1 year on-site plus 2 years 2 years collect and return 1 year return-to-base plus 1 year 1 year on-site plus 5 years 
return-to-base return-to-base, labour only return-to-base, labour only 

Warranty call-out/turnaround Depends on location 2 working days Not stated 1 day/2 days 

Delivery charge £46 £34 £29 £41 


SPECIFICATIONS 

















CPU type/Clock (GHz) Athlon 64 2800+/1.80 Athlon 64 2800+/1.80 Athlon 64 3000+/2.00 Pentium 4/2.80 
Level 2 cache (KB) 512 512 512 512 

System board Asus K8V Asus K8V SE Deluxe MSI K8N Neo EQS A39P5-SL8 
Chipset VIA K8T800 VIA K8T800 Nvidia nForce3 ATI RS300 + SB200 
Memory/bus clock (MHz) 400/400 400/400 400/400 333/400 

Supplied memory (MB) 512 512 512 512 

Maximum memory (GB) 3 3 3 2 

Hard drive make Maxtor 6Y160M0 Maxtor 6Y120M0 Samsung SP1213C Maxtor 6Y120M0 
Hard drive capacity (GB) 152 114 111 112 

CD/DVD make/speed Sony DVD+RW/8x4x16 NEC DVD+RW/8x4x16 Sony DVD+RW/8x4x12 NEC DVD+RW/8x4x16 





Other drives and devices 


EXPANDABILITY 


Floppy, V90 modem, LAN 


Floppy, V92 modem, LAN 


Floppy, V92 modem, LAN 


Floppy, V92 modem, LAN 





PCI slots: total/free, AGP 
Drive bays External/Internal 


5/4, 1 
3,1/3 


5/3,1 
4, 2/4 


5/4,1 
3, 2/2 


3/2,1 
4, 2/3 





Ports 


1x 9-pin serial, 6x USB 2.0, 1x 
FireWire, 1x parallel 


1x 9-pin serial, 8x USB 2.0, 2x 


FireWire, 1x parallel 


1x 9-pin serial, 6x USB 2.0, 2x 
FireWire, 1x parallel 


1x 9-pin serial, 6x USB 2.0, 1x 
FireWire, 1x parallel 


GRAPHIC SYSTEMS 


Monitor model 


Mitsubishi Diamond Plus 93SB 


Samsung SyncMaster 753DFX 


Systemax (CTX) CKQ1772E 


Samsung SyncMaster 152V 








Monitor type CRT CRT CRT LCD 
Quoted/viewable (in) 19/18 17/16 17/16 15/15 

Dot pitch/max res (mm/pix) 0.25 0.2 0.25 1,024 x 768 

Video adaptor ATI Radeon 9550 ATI Radeon 9800 Pro MSI GeForce FX 5700 ATl Radeon 9100 IGP 
AGP level: system/card 8x/8x 8x/8x 8x /8x 8x /8x 

Video memory (MB) 256 128 128 32 (shared) 








Soundcard ADI 1980 SoundMax ADI 1980 SoundMax Realtek ALC850 Realtek ALC650 
Speakers Creative Inspire P580 Creative Inspire P580 Videologic ZXR200 Altec Lansing 221 
BIOS make AMI AMI Award Award 

Power: run/suspend (VA) 180/29 175/14 151/86 166/32 

Noise level (dBA) 43 40 41 40 








Operating system Windows XP Home Windows XP Home Windows XP Home Windows XP Home 
Filing system NTFS NTFS NTFS NTFS 
Bundled software MS Works 7 Pinnacle Studio 9, WinDVD, modem/sound utils Ability Office, Nero, PowerDVD, Ability Office, Panda Antivirus, 


Pinnacle Instant CD/DVD, 
modem/sound utils 


PC verdict @ 


PC verdict @ 


Easy CD Creator, modem/sound 
utils 


PC verdict @ 


DVD/CD/modem/sound utils 


PC verdict @ 
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PCPlus 
Results 


Each PC is put through a series of benchmarks to 
give an accurate picture of its overall performance 





OJ benchmarks are designed to rigorously 
test every aspect of the PC in order to make 
an exact judgement on its overall performance. 
Each chart enables you to tell, at a glance, how 
each PC has performed in the individual areas, 
plus its overall score (shown opposite). 

The PC Plus index gives a relative score against 
a baseline system that achieves a benchmark 
score of 1.0. The Baseline system for the PC Plus 
index 2002 consists of the following specification: 
1GHz AMD Athlon CPU, 256MB PC100 SDRAM, 10GB 
UDMA 100 7200 RPM Maxtor hard drive and 64MB 
Nvidia Quadro graphics card. For the PC Plus index 
2004 the specification is: 2.2GHz AMD Athlon XP 
3200+ CPU, 512MB Corsair DDR400 RAM, 
7200rpm Western Digital hard drive and the 
nForce2 chipset. 

While every effort is made to test each PC to 
the same standard, some PCs simply refuse to 
cooperate with the benchmarking tools we use. In 
these instances we take the scores that we've 
obtained and make an assessment of the PCs 
performance based on these results. However, 
the PC will not receive a PC Plus index if both 


AWARD WINNERS 


[SSS Editor's Choice 


— Value 


EE Performance 





SYSmark2004 results 
Internet Content Creation 


120 140 160 180 


[Systemax f 
C a 
162 


SYSmark’s Internet Content benchmark tests 
a PC's ability to cope with content creation. 
A series of scripts runs a number of 
demanding applications, including Adobe 
Photoshop 6.01, Adobe Premiere 6, 
Microsoft Media Encoder 7.1, Macromedia 
Dreamweaver 4 and Flash 5. 


Bigger is better 


PCPlus 


Combined benchmark scores 


0.0 0.5 


1.0 15 


Systemax o 
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Carrera 


CCL 


SYSmark2004 results 
Office Productivity 


80 100 120 140 


Systemax f 
AL rr COO 


SYSmark’s Office Productivity benchmark 
tests a PC's ability to cope with everyday 
office applications. A series of scripts run a 
number of demanding applications, including 
Microsoft Office XP versions of Word, Excel, 
PowerPoint and Outlook. The benchmark is 
calculated from ICC and OP scores. 


Bigger is better 


The overall PC Plus benchmark 
score used here is taken from 
SYSmark 2004 and then 
indexed against a 2.2GHz 
Athlon XP system. This means 
you can instantly see just how 
fast any PC system is. 


3DMark2003 Results 
1024x768 x 32-bit 


0 2000 4000 6000 


6601 


CCL 5,403 


|Microland | 
ALS 
[Systemax | 


3DMark benchmarks a PC's graphics 
subsystem at a number of different 
resolutions. Only the default scores for 
3DMark 2003 (at a resolution of 1,024x768 
pixels) are listed here, although each PC is 
also tested with the older 3DMark 2001SE 
benchmark, also run at 1,024x768 pixels. 


Bigger is better 
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A 
EDITOR'S 
CHOICE 





EDITOR'S CHOICE 


CCL AS30-PR 


PRICE £704 (£599 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER CCL 01274 47 1257 
INFO www.cclcomputers.co.uk 


ay you look at the overall specification of this 
system, its hard to see how CCL can squeeze 
all the parts into the asking price. The biggest 
attraction is probably the inclusion of both a DVD 
rewriter and a CD-RW drive, but theres also a 19in CRT 
monitor, a memory card reader and a good set of 
speakers to provide environmental sound. To top it all 
off, theres a TV and radio tuner fitted. 

All this is without considering the fast processor, 
high-capacity hard drive and high-end 3D graphics 





_— 
” ‘ 
PERFORMANCE 

"AWARD 






BEST PERFORMER 


Carrera Octan 6800 Plus 


PRICE £704 (£599 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Carrera 0871 222 3456 
INFO www.carrerassc.co.uk 


arrera was right to beg an extra couple of 
days in submitting its system, so it could 
install a new GeForce FX 6800 LE graphics card. It 
provided the performance boost the system 
desperately needed to come out at the top of this 
group with very flashy 3D benchmark figures. The 
SYSmark figure, though not the highest, is still high 
enough to save twiddling your thumbs while 
working with business applications or professional- 
level still or moving graphics. 





£599 VALUE PCs 





accelerator. Under test, the system put in a decent, if 
far from spectacular performance, but its flexible 
specification means it has plenty of uses in home or 
office. As well as typical computing duties, its more 
than capable of handling modern games and, of 
course, there is that TV and radio option for after- 
hours entertainment. A worthy winner of our Editor's 
Choice award of this month. 


PC verdict 000000000 








This Octan system has a good specification too 
and is the only PC in the group to come with a 1/in 
LCD monitor. This makes quite a difference to the 
room it takes on your desktop and the NEC display 
is sharp, clear and easy to live with. If games are 
one of the uses you intend for your £599 PC, this is 
where your money should go. A very worthwhile 
warranty completes an excellent package. 


PC verdict 000000000 








Although it was a tightly packed bunch this month, 
two systems edged ahead of the rest 


Various media have made 
bids to be the new floppy 
disk, but the winner's not 
even a disk... 


The floppy disk has been with us for so 
long, you almost accept that it has to 
be there. There was a time when the 
Zip disk looked as if it might take over 
and in the late 1990s, we even 
reviewed some PCs with Zip drives as 
the only rewritable, removable media. 
But lomega blew it by continuing to 
charge too much for its media. 

What's sprung up as the floppy 
disk’s replacement is something of a 
surprise. It’s not a disk at all and 
doesn't use a drive, in the conventional 
sense of the word. The device we're 
using to carry our data is the humble 
memory card. It could be a 
CompactFlash, SmartMedia or Secure 
Digital card from a camera or MP3 
player, or it could be a memory drive - 
flash memory in some kind of key fob, 
music player or watch. 

What's surprising is that most 
people have just a few of them. 
Where even the most frugal computer 
owner would have a box of 30 or 40 
floppy disks, most of us have fewer 
memory cards than we have fingers 
on one hand. This is partly because 
our memory cards hold a lot more 
data, even with the vastly increased 
size of individual data files, but also 
because the need to carry it around 
is much less. 

With so many of our PCs networked 
through cables or by a wireless 
connection, and with information so 
easily available through the Internet, 
the number of kilobytes of personal 
information we need with us has 
reduced. These days, if we need to take 
work home with us, we either have all 
we need in our notebooks or can email 
documents home as an attachment. 
Anything that remains can be popped 
very conveniently on a memory card 
the size of a postage stamp. 
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PCPlus LAB TEST 


> 


External hard drives prov 
up your data. Alan Dexter exe 
xternal hard drives offer a number of 


E advantages over the traditional back-up 
system of choice — tapes. For starters, they're 
much easier to set up and use — most come 
preformatted, and just about everyone knows how 
to drag-and-drop files from one hard drive on to 
another. And being hard drives, you can access the 
contents of your drives in a more natural way than 
waiting around for tapes to wind and rewind. 

Thanks to the mass adoption of USB 2.0 and IEEE 
1394a, you don't have to get your hands dirty with 
SCSI cards either. Simply connect the power cable to 
the device and connect it to your machine, and you 
have access to a potentially alarming amount of 
storage. As such standards are hot pluggable, you 


Contents 


EXTERNAL HARD DRIVES 


v y 
\ 


both 


don't need to turn your machine off first before 
connecting them either, which makes such drives 
ideal for that last minute back-up before heading out 
of the office. 

Youre not limited to using an external hard drive as 
just a back-up device, of course. Just about all of the 
manufacturers quote the capacity of their drives in 
hours of digital video and MP3s, as well as digital 
photography references and plain, old gigabytes for 
games, applications and data. 

We've looked at two different types of external 
drive in this test: desktop models, and those intended 
to be used with laptops. This second group doesnt 
rely on a mains power source and is significantly 
lighter than the desktop-bound systems. 





Alan Dexter 
ar_dexter@hotmail.com 


Before becoming a freelance IT 
journalist, Alan worked in a data 
conversion and recovery bureau. He 
still doesn’t backup his data 
anywhere near enough though... 


OPIS 

EDITOR'S 
OICE 

s Choice 


Our top award’ for products 
that combine exceptional 


peyformance and quality 
With súperb value for money 


SEREOR MANC 
AWARE 


Performance Award 


Awarded to products that 
excel in our performance 
and quality tests, where 
money is less important 


vin ri 


Value Award 


Awarded to products that 
represent outstanding value 
for money, giving you more 
bangs per buck 
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EXTERNAL HARD DRIVES 





How we tested 


Testing the entire capacity of a hard drive, not just the quickest part... 


HD Tach RW v3.0.1.0 from Simpli 
Software enabled us to bypass the 


Qu: a way of gauging the performance of external hard drives in a 
OS and test the drive’s full capacity. 


way that is relevant to your hardware is slightly problematic. The main 
use for such devices is going to be storing an image, or multiple images, of 
your current hard drive. With incremental back-ups as well as full system 
copies, merely copying across files of a set size and seeing how long it takes 
isn't actually that useful, as the performance differs according to the size of 
your hard drive and that of the external hard drive. 

The best solution to this problem was to use the very latest version of HD 
Tach RW v3.0.1.0 from Simpli Software. This unique piece of software 
bypasses the operating system to ascertain the actual performance of the 
drive across the entirety of the media. This is pivotal as the throughput of 
the drive falls at the extremes of the media — something that wouldn't be 
picked up if you copied across smaller files. 

The figures garnered represent the average read and write performance 
for the drive measured in MB/s, and can be used as an indicator of the 
drive's true throughput. HD Tach also records CPU Utilisation, which shows a 
notable difference between the USB and IEEE 1394a interfaces. The lower 
the utilisation score the better, and ratings here ranged from a processor- 


hogging 43 per cent for USB 2.0 
through to 2 per cent for the more 
intelligent IEEE 1394a interfaces. 
Finally, the burst speed represents 
how long it takes the drive to record 
to a specific place on the drive, while the random access time gives an 
indication of the peak transfer rate possible. 

We used a 2.8GHz Pentium 4 machine with integrated IEEE 1394a and 
USB 2.0 ports to test the larger external devices, while a 1.7GHz Pentium-M 
laptop was used to test the portable hard drives. We have printed the best 
results where two interfaces are present, but the tests were carried out 
using USB 2.0 and IEEE 1394a and any noticeable difference has been 
referenced in the review. E 














AMACOM €z? disk 250GB 


PRICE £324 (£276 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Amacom Direct 
www.amacomdirect.co.uk 
INFO www.amacom.co.uk 
WARRANTY One year 


PCPlus 
WRITE SPEED PERFORMANCE 
20 25 30 35 


25 


Write speed (MB/s) 


Cmon 
AMACOM EZ? DISK 250GB 


Features 009000000 
Performance 00900000 


Qoe a distinctive case for 
something as functional as a 


hard drive isn't an easy task, but 
Amacom has just about got away with 
it with the ez? disk. This 250GB hard 
drive hosts both IEEE 1394a and USB 
2.0 connections, but is compact and 
attractively styled to make it a tempting 
option for both home and office use. 
The solid extruded aluminium case 
doesn't flex easily and the rubberised 
Strips on the bottom of the device 
mean that it would shift around when 
in use. Two LEDs on the drive's sculpted 
front Indicate when the power Is 
attached and when the drive is being 
accessed. Peer around the back and 
you'll find an air vent, power switch, a 
pair of IEEE 1594 ports and the USB 
interface as well as the power jack. 


FREECOM Classic 250GB 


PRICE £174 (£148 ex VAT) 

SUPPLIER Dabs.com www.dabs.com 
INFO wwwfreecom.com 
WARRANTY Iwo years 


PCPlus 
WRITE SPEED PERFORMANCE 
20 25 30 35 


22.1 


Write speed (MB/s) 


FREECOM CLASSIC 250GB 
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he intriguingly titled, Classic hard 
drive, is the only non-portable 
drive in this test to support a single 
connection system, namely USB 2.0. 
This instantly makes the drive a less 
tempting option for those that have 
access to the more versatile, processor- 
freeing IEEE 1594, and theres no 
obvious saving to be made here either. 
Inside the sombre case you'll find a 
250GB hard drive running at 7200rpm. 
The performance of this drive is limited 
by the bandwidth of the connection 
interface, with average read/write times 
lagging behind the IEEE 1394 options. 
Even so, the transfer rate is reasonably 
constant across the whole media, and 
this drive does manage to boast the 
best random access time of any of the 
drives here — a mere 12.5 milliseconds. 





The bundled 
proprietary software, 
FlipBack is a useful 
Suite of utilities that 
can be configured to 
incrementally back-up 
and synchronise your 
main hard drive each 
time you plug the 
drive in. In the event 
of a main disk failure, 
Amacom actively 
recommends installing this drive in its 
place so that you can continue to get 
on with your work — a neat and 
obvious solution to a potentially 
disastrous problem. 

While it looks good for the ez_ disk, 
there is one rather glaring problem in 
the price department — its far too 


The dark exterior of 
the Classic will have 
just as many detractors 
as fans, while the 
smaller form factor 
does mean that it is 
more portable than 
similar competition. 
The bundled American 
and European plug 
attachments make this 
a Suitable offering for 
those that regularly need to travel. 

Despite its lack of bulk, the casing 
of the Classic feels sturdy enough, and 
it should survive being thrown into a 
bag, too. The inclusion of a small 
plastic stand is a nice touch that 
enables the drive to mount vertically, 
although the drive isn't that stable in 





expensive for what you actually get. 
This is a crying shame, as the drive's 
performance figures are very good. The 
ez_disk boasts the strongest read 
performance here, and it's on a par 
with the WD Media Centre. But look 
again, and you'll see that the WD 
device sells for £100 less. 





this position. As far as software is 
concerned, Freecom has bundled its 
own Personal Media Suite software, 
which is meant to help you get more 
from the drive. In reality, this software is 
too simplistic to be of any real use. Its 
another disappointing element that 
should make you look elsewhere. 
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LACIE Big Disk 500GB 


PRICE £349 (£297 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Dabs.com www.dabs.com 
INFO wwwiacie.com 

WARRANTY One year 


PCPlus 
WRITE SPEED PERFORMANCE 
20 25 30 35 


25.3 


Write speed (MB/s) 


LACIE BIG DISK 500GB 
Value 009000000 
Features 00900000 


Performance 009000000 


OVERALL 


@* is unabashed about the 
major selling point of its external 
hard drive range — the name ‘Big Disk’ 
shouldn't lead to any confusion for 
prospective buyers. LaCie isn’t over- 
marketing the device either, as its 
500GB capacity makes it the largest 
device in this test by a considerable 
margin; physically its intimidating too. 

In order to get the most from such 
cavernous capacity, the Big Disk 
supports three different interfaces. 
Apart from the USB 2.0 and IEEE 1394a 
interfaces, you'll also find a pair of IEEE 
1594b ports on the rear. If you have 
access to this relatively new standard, 
then you should get transfer rates up to 
a theoretical maximum of 55MB/s. 

The Big Disk performed well 
enough in testing, notching up the 


MAXTOR OneTouch 300GB 


PRICE £179 (£152 ex VAT) 

SUPPLIER Dabs.com www.dabs.com 
INFO www.maxtor.com 

WARRANTY One year 


PCPlus 
WRITE SPEED PERFORMANCE 
20 25 30 35 
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Write speed (MB/s) 


MAXTOR ONETOUCH 
300GB 






PRICE £224 (£190 ex VAT) 

SUPPLIER Dabs.com www.dabs.com 
INFO www.westerndigital.com 
WARRANTY [wo years 


PCPlus 
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20 25 30 35 
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WESTERN DIGITAL MEDIA 
CENTRE 250GB 


Qe is aiming to capture the 
ease-of-use market with Its range 


of Onelouch drives. Install and 
configure the accompanying software, 
and the single button on the drive's 
fascia acts as a quick launch button for 
the Dantz Retrospect Express backup 
suite. This is a capable package that 
should handle most common needs, 
and can also be used to back-up to 
other devices and types of media. 

The drive itself is a solid enough 
piece of kit, with the single cast casing 
making it suitable for stacking and 
capable of withstanding the knocks of 
desktop use. We would have preferred 
to see rubber feet on the devices 
underbelly, but it doesnt shift around 
too much anyway. The OneTouch 
button lights-up to indicate a power 


WESTERN DIGITAL Media Centre 250GB 


TV pester Digital knows a thing or two 
W about hard drives, so its not 


surprising that the drive in the heart of 
its Media Centre model is an extremely 
capable unit. Spinning at 7200rpm and 
utilising an 8MB cache, this is one of the 
fastest options here. With an average 
write speed of 33MB/s, this drive is in a 
league of its own and the read 
performance isnt exactly shoddy either. 
The burst transfer rate of 41.8MB/s is the 
best here, while the random access time 
of 14ms finishes off the impressive 
performance figures nicely, 

The Media Centre is more than just 
a fast external hard drive though, as it 
boasts an integrated USB hub, 8-in-1 
memory card reader, as well as two 
quick launch buttons, that integrate 
with the bundled Dantz Retrospect 





second fastest 
average read speed 
here when using the 
IEEE 1394a connector. 
Switching to the USB 
20 interface produced 
predictably slower 
performance figures, 
with the average read 
and write speeds 
dropping to 278MB/s 
and 234MB/s 
respectively. The impressive random 
access time of 14.6ms was consistent 
regardless of the interface used. 

As the Big Disk has been designed 
with heavy use in mind, LaCie has 
elected to use one of Its sturdiest 
chassis. The aluminium alloy is suitably 
solid, and it also helps conduct heat 


connection, and 
around the back of 
the device you'll find a 
power switch as well. 

The fact that this 
particular drive is 
spinning at 5400rpm 
and only packs a 2MB 
cache, means that this 
isn't a Serious 
challenger for the 
Performance crown, 
particularly when it comes to IEEE 1394a 
performance. It's not too far behind the 
pack leaders though. In fact, if you're 
primarily looking for a USB 20 device, 
then the Onelouch posts some of the 
best test results here, with a 291MB/s 
average read and a 23.8MB/s average 
write. The random access time of 


Express backup 
software. Theres a 
front-mounted power 
button too, which 
enables you to turn 
the drive off safely. 
The inclusion of 
the memory card 
readers does 
introduce its own 
problems, notably in 
the design of the 
case. Western Digital has sculpted a 
Slope in the top surface of the 
otherwise boxy Media Centre to 
accommodate these slots, but in doing 
so they make it a non-stackable 
offering. This makes the drive less 
suited to serious office punishment, 
although this may actually be a 





PNIS 
PERFORMANCE 
SAWARD 


away from the internal components 
without resorting to a fan. There is a 
weight cost though, and at 2.5kg you 
wouldn't want to carry it around much. 
While the initial cost of this drive is 
hardly cheap, it actually offers good 
value for money at /Op per gigabyte, 
but it doesnt have a software bundle. 


21.6ms lags behind the more serious 
offerings, however. 

While the performance of this drive 
is less than stellar, at least when using 
the IEEE 1594a interface, it does make 
up for this deficiency by being 
excellent value for money, at a 


pleasing 60p per gigabyte. 






a UES 
EDITOR'S 
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positive thing as the plastic casing 
flexes under the pressure. 

The hard drive obviously doesnt 
need any drivers, but the buttons on 
the front of the device do. This can be 
annoying if you intend to use the 
device with multiple machines, but the 
added functionality here is worth it. 
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FREECOM FHD-XS 20GB 


PRICE £130 (£110 ex VAT) 

SUPPLIER Dabs.com www.dabs.com 
INFO wwwfreecom.com 
WARRANTY Iwo years 


PCPlus 
WRITE SPEED PERFORMANCE 
20 25 30 35 
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Write speed (MB/s) 


SE aD 
FREECOM FHD-XS 20GB 


Features 0090000000 
Performance 00900 








IOMEGA USB 2.0 Portable Hard Drive 60GB 


PRICE £139 (£118 ex VAT) 

SUPPLIER Dabs.com www.dabs.com 
INFO www.iomega.com 
WARRANTY 2 years 


PCPlus 
WRITE SPEED PERFORMANCE 
20 25 30 35 
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Write speed (MB/s) 


IOMEGA USB 2.0 PORTABLE 
HARD DRIVE 60GB 


f your buying decision is dictated 
purely by capacity, price and 
performance, then you're going to have 

a difficult time justifying this drive to 
yourself. The thing is the FHD-XS is 
something quite special, and it may 
just be unique enough to weather the 
criticisms that are going to be so easily 
thrown at it. 

In essence, this is the most 
compact portable hard drive out there. 
The footprint is only 85x85mm, and 
you'll have to constantly remind 
yourself that this is in fact a hard drive 
and not a flash-based offering. This 
isn't helped by the fact that you don't 
need an additional power supply and 
the fact that it weighs a mere 150g. 

The USB connector has been 
integrated into the FHD-XS too, using a 


Ov is a company 
synonymous with storage, so it's 
no surprise that it has a range of 
portable external drives available, with 
this 60GB device being the largest of its 
type in this test. The distinctive lomega 
styling sees the light of day once again, 
and while it isn't the sturdiest or the 
most compact drive here, it still 
manages to appeal and should just 
about fit in larger pockets. 

Two cables are bundled with the 
drive: the first is a standard USB 2.0 
cable, while the second power cable is 
used to draw power from the PS/2 port. 
We did have a slight problem here, in 
that the laptop that we use for testing 
doesnt actually have any PS/2 ports. 
Thankfully, the USB ports present were 
properly powered, so the drive actually 


LACIE Mobile Hard Drive 40GB 


PRICE £89 (£76 ex VAT) 

SUPPLIER Dabs.com www.dabs.com 
INFO wwwiacie.com 

WARRANTY One year 


PCPlus 
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LACIE MOBILE HARD 
DRIVE 40GB 
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Le recently turned to the 
illustrious Porsche Design Studios 
in order to add a little class to Its 
consumer devices, and while were not 
fans of the entire range, this little 
number does look far slicker than most. 
The clean, neatly proportioned design 
is light and compact, although 
admittedly not the sturdiest option 
here. If you need something a little 
more rugged, then the USB 20 disk 
from lomega will appeal. 

A single LED on the drives fascia 
indicates whether the drive is drawing 
power, and changes colour for drive 
activity. Around the back of the drive 
you'll find the small USB connector 
alongside the power jack. LaCie bundles 
two power cables with the drive, along 
with the customary USB 20 cable. One 


flip-out mechanism 
that keeps it protected 
in transit. This pulls 
out on a small 3cm 
lead if you have 
problems accessing 
your laptops USB 
ports, and if you have 
real problems there is 
a cable extender in 
the package, too. 
Freecom has included 
Acronis True Image for back-ups, and 
the ability to mount these images and 
explore them from within Windows is 
impressive, which adds to the drives 
already excellent ease of use. 

As you might expect, the 
performance is lacking and the 
Freecom drive manages an average 


worked fine without 
the extra power cable, 
but if youre unlucky 
you could have 
problems here. 

The write 
performance garnered 
from this small drive 
was very good, and at 
25./MB/s, better than 
some of the 
deskbound options 
using an IEEE 1594a interface. The read 
performance is notably poor (indeed 
only the FHD-XS is slower), but the 
peak burst transfer speed and random 
access times both buoy the overall 
performance of the drive. 

Its considerable capacity brings with 
it good value for money too, at least in 


of the cables draws 
power from a second 
USB port, while 
another will be useful 
if your laptop has PS/2 
ports. Of course, if 
your ports are properly 
powered, you wont 
need either cable. 

Under test 
conditions, LaCies 
offering produced 
similar performance to the lomega USB 
20 disk. The nominally quicker read 
times can't really compete with the 
aggressive write times of lomega’s unit, 
and as a back-up device it's the write 
speeds that are critical. 

Still, the drive does offer great value 
for money, with an affordable price tag 
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write speed of only 129MB/s, and a 
read speed only marginally quicker at 
15.3MB/s. At 20GB, and costing £130, 
youre looking at a coronary-inducing 
£6.50 per gigabyte too. But if you pay 
over the odds for the portability of a 
Flash drive, value for money should be 
the last thing on your mind. 





terms of portable storage. At £2.31 per 
GB this is one of the better options 
here for the more budget-conscious 
user. The fact that lomega has also 
managed to include a copy of Norton 
Ghost 2003 with the drive, adds even 
more value and makes this one of the 
more rounded portable options. 





and the best price per gigabyte (£2.23) 
of any of the three mobile offerings 
here. There are larger versions of this 
drive available, up to 80GB, which can 
offer better value-for-money If your 
laptop supports it, a FireWire version of 
the drive can also be had for a little 
extra cash. 
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Pick the right back-up tool 





You've picked the best external drive, now Nick Peers chooses the finest back-up tools for the job 


Q icking the perfect back-up tool for your new drive involves more 

than just using the software it's shipped with. There are far better 
solutions out there. For starters, consider using two back-up tools and not 
one: a file back-up utility for personal data, work folders, holiday snaps and 
email, and a drive-imaging tool to back up the system partition. 

When it comes to backing up your personal data, consider the following: 
you need to be able to back up to a variety of locations. And you may want to 
alternate between your new hard drive with another location that's not so easy 
to access, such as a DVD or even some form of online storage. You also need to 
be able to easily select those files you want to back up and schedule when it 
happens, and create different jobs for different back-ups with their own 
settings. And how easy is it to restore your back-up should you need to do so? 


The perfect file back-up tool 

There are three choices when it comes to file back-up tools. The cheapest is 
Microsoft's own back-up utility, included as standard in most versions of 
Windows (Me and XP Home users have to install it from their CD). This is 
good for most of what you want to achieve, but it can’t burn to CD or DVD 
(unless they're visible in Explorer after being formatted by packet-writing 
software). Alas, it doesn’t support FTP 

Those with a single PC should look at Genie Backup Manager ($50, www. 
genie-soft.com, 8/10, PC Plus 218). It does everything you ask of it and falls 
over itself to detect key settings, such as Outlook and Outlook Express mail. 
The scheduling tool is a little weak, but otherwise it's a good choice. 

If you're on a network with two or three PCs or Macs, then Dantz 
Retrospect Professional (£77, www.dantz.com, 9/10, PC Plus 218) is worth the 
extra expense. It's quite complex to set up and manage but, once you're up 
and running, you can leave it to its own devices. 


Drive-imaging tools 

When it comes to imaging your system partition — thereby saving time and 
hassle reinstalling Windows — there's two choices: Acronis Truelmage (£35, 
www-.softjam.co.uk, 8/10, PC Plus 218), and Symantec Drivelmage 70 (£30, 
www.symantec.co.uk, 8/10, PC Plus 218). Both do exactly the same thing 
(support imaging to hard drive, network and CD/DVD) but the latter is much 
quicker. However, Acronis enables you to mount your image in Explorer, 
enabling you to browse it like any other drive. 


Online back-ups 
Backing up to the Internet is only recommended for those with fast 
broadband connections. We also suggest you use it as your second back-up 
location, so don't feel obliged to sit there twiddling your thumbs while data 
is uploaded every single night. 

If you have web space that’s not in use, consider using a tool that 
supports FTP back-ups, but make sure your back-up doesn't exceed 
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You can back-up two additional computers with Retrospect Professional. Once 
installed, everything is administered over the network from your main computer. 


If you want to be able to back- 
up via FTP, check out Genie 
Back-up Manager, which 
enables you to do just that. 
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available space! If you're after something more substantial, you'll need to 
invest in an online storage plan. This involves paying a monthly 
subscription (£10-20 from www.backupdirect.net for 500MB-4GB storage 
space, for example) and then downloading a small client that manages 
your back-ups. When you're researching which plan to go for, look for the 
same kind of features offered in your main back-up tool. E 





10 essential back-up tips 


Ensure your back-ups are in tip-top condition by 


following these pointers: 


1 There's no point backing up 
your data daily if you don't 
access it that often. Pick a 
sensible schedule that strikes 


the right balance between being 


safe and having your computer 
work continually interrupted. 


2 Don't back-up everything in a 
single job. Split your email from 
your work folders and you can 
restore either independently, 
and select different schedules 
for each. 


3 If your back-up is a large 
folder where only a few files or 
folders change between each 
back-up, choose the incremental 
option to monitor changes and 
update the back-up accordingly. 
It's much quicker. 


4 Consider archiving data you 
rarely access to CD or DVD to 
free up Space on both your main 
PC and back-up devices. 


5 Don't forget to back-up your 
back-up settings! See your 
program’s instructions for doing 
this. There's nothing more 
frustrating than reinstalling your 
back-up tool only to realise all 
your back-up jobs are lost. 


6 Don't rely on a single back-up. 
Every week or month, consider 
backing up to another source 
like CD, DVD or FTP in order to 
give your data added protection. 





Imaging your system partition is a 
doddle with Drive Image. You can 
even extract individual files. 


7 One way to simplify the back- 
up task is to make sure your 
data is properly organised in the 
first place. Try to keep 
everything logically organised, 
preferably on another partition 
for extra security in case 
Windows crashes. 


8 Outlook Express users can 
track down the location of their 
mail folders by selecting Tools | 
Options | Maintenance tab and 
clicking the ‘Store Folder’ button. 


9 Outlook users need to right- 
click their data file and choose 
Properties, then click Advanced. 
Outlook 2002 and 2003 users 
can also locate all their mail 
files from the File | Data File 
Management menu. 


10 The best time to image your 
system partition is after 
reinstalling Windows and your 
core programs; adding available 
updates for them and tweaking 
your preferred settings. 
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This month's contenders up close... 
























































DETAILS 3 
Make and model Amacom ez? disk Freecom Classic LaCie Big Disk Maxtor OneTouch 
Price £324 (£276 ex VAT) £174 (£148 ex VAT) £349 (£297 ex VAT) £179 (£152 ex VAT) 
Supplier Amacom Direct Dabs.com Dabs.com Dabs.com 
Supplier's website www.amacomdirect.co.uk www.dabs.com www.dabs.com www.dabs.com 
Warranty 1 year 2 years 1 year 1 year 
SPECIFICATIONS 
Buffer 2MB 2MB 8MB 2MB 
Rotational Speed (rpm) 7200 7200 7200 5400 
Capacity (GB) 250 250 500 300 
Price per Gigabyte £1.30 £0.70 £0.70 £0.60 
IEEE 1394a ports 2 None 1 2 
IEEE 1394b ports None None 2 None 
USB 2.0 ports 1 1 1 1 
Size (mm) 40x120x200 33x117x203 44x173x272 41x140x210 
Weight 1kg 750g 2.5kg 1.4kg 
TEST RESULTS 
Test Interface FireWire USB 2.0 FireWire FireWire 
Random Access (ms) 196 125 14.6 22.6 
CPU Utilization 4% 43% 2% 2% 
Average Read (MB/s) 36.6 26.2 36.4 353 
Average Write (MB/s) 25 22.1 253 24.5 
Burst Speed 41.3 277 395 393 

PC verdict @ PC verdict @ PC verdict @ PC verdict @ 

~ 

DETAILS Eons 
Make and model Western Digital Media Centre Freecom FHD-XS lomega Portable Hard Drive LaCie Mobile 
Price £224 (£191 ex VAT) £130 (£111 ex VAT) £139 (£118 ex VAT) £89 (£76 ex VAT) 
Supplier Dabs.com Dabs.com Dabs.com Dabs.com 
Supplier's website www.dabs.com www.dabs.com www.dabs.com www.dabs.com 
Warranty 2 years 2 years 2 years 1 year 
SPECIFICATIONS 
Buffer 8MB 2MB 2MB 2MB 
Rotational Speed (rpm) 7200 4200 4200 4200 
Capacity (GB) 250 20 60 40 
Price per Gigabyte £0.90 £6.50 £2.32 £223 
IEEE 1394a ports 2 None None None 
IEEE 1394b ports None None None None 
USB 2.0 ports 1 1 1 1 
Size (mm) 44x154x218 12x85x85 18x90x150 17x76x129 
Weight 1kg 150g 230g 200g 
Test Interface FireWire USB 2.0 USB 2.0 USB 2.0 
Random Access (ms) 14 21 18.7 198 
CPU Utilization 4% 12% 26% 26% 
Average Read (MB/s) 36 13.3 22.5 23.8 
Average Write (MB/s) 33 12.9 25.7 244 
Burst Speed 41.8 13.7 32.8 329 


PC verdict @ PC verdict @ PC verdict @ PC verdict @ 


Ea PCPlus 221 | October 2004 





PCPlus 


Verdi 


D> 








A 
EDITOR'S 
CHOICE 





EDITOR'S CHOICE 
Western Digital 
Media Centre 


PRICE £224 (£190 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Dabs.com www.dabs.com 
INFO wwwwesterndigital.com 


TY, estern Digital has produced some quality hard 


drives over the years, and it looks like its 


Media Centre has exactly what is needed to take on 


the traditional back-up specialists, and win. The 
marriage of good hardware and software to 
produce a system that is both easy to use and 


incredibly fast — averaging a write speed of 33MB/s 


— makes this a solution that few can hope to 
emulate (although we sincerely hope others try). 





BEST VALUE 
Maxtor OneTouch 


PRICE £179 (£152 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Dabs.com www.dabs.com 
INFO www.maxtor.com 


he Maxtor Onelouch was a serious contender for 

the best overall device here, but was just beaten 
to that medal by the added functionality and speed 
offered by Western Digitals Media Centre. Both drives 
pack the Dantz Retrospect Express software and offer 
quick launch facilities, and with its 60p per gigabyte 
pricing, strong build and attractive design, this easily 
takes the Value award this month. 


PC verdict 00000000 


EXTERNAL HARD DRIVES 





The Media Centre isn't perfect, however, with its 
odd design (which makes stacking it impossible) 
and the flexible case is a little worrying. That said, it 
does boast a two port USB 2.0 hub and offers an 
interface for your memory cards. As bonuses go, 
this is surprisingly useful and helps to guarantee its 
position at the top of the pile. 


PC verdict 000000000 
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BEST PERFORMER 


LaCie Big Disk 


PRICE £349 (£297 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Dabs.com www.dabs.com 
INFO www.lacie.com 


G Fae the performance of external hard drives 
isn't easy, as the interface limits the drives true 
potential, but LaCie has managed to get around this by 
packing the fastest interface currently available. The fact 
that the drive managed such solid performance across 
the entire disc is impressive though, and means you'll 
get great performance from this huge HDD, no matter 
how you attach to it. 


PC verdict @©0000000 





Not all external hard drives are created equal. It's time 
to identify the alpha males... 


External backup solutions 
have never been so user- 
friendly, but what can we 
expect in the future? 


With two of the three PC Plus awards 
going to manufacturers that have made 
their names in the internal hard drive 
market; you'd be forgiven for thinking 
that inside knowledge has given 
Maxtor and Western Digital an unfair 
edge over their competitors. It is true 
that Western Digital has managed to 
work its magic when it comes to the 
write performance of its drive, but it’s 
actually the usability of these devices 
that impresses most and lifts them 
above the competition. 

The ability to press a button on the 
front of the drive and start backing up 
your day's work makes them ideal for 
office and home use. We would expect 
the traditional back-up manufacturer to 
cotton on to this idea quickly, or they 
may face extinction, at least in this 
market. The fact that you can use these 
capacious offerings as normal hard 
drives at the same time makes them 
ideal for anyone who is working 
regularly with sensitive data. 

The other notable fact to be 
garnered from this test, is that the price 
drop that has obliterated the profit 
margins of the internal hard drive 
market has reached out to external 
models, too. With prices as low as 60p 
per gigabyte, the days of the external 
storage market being a lucrative one 
are obviously numbered. The more 
mobile devices are still lagging behind 
here, but there are signs that there is a 
mini price war brewing here as well. 

In terms of mobile hard drives, these 
devices certainly show promise, but the 
relatively small capacities, slow 
performance and lack of support for 
IEEE 1394a, all show that there is some 
room for improvement here. One device 
that really stood out in this test is 
Freecom’s FHD-XS. While it's not the 
fastest, largest or most value-packed 
offering here, its sheer portability 
makes it such a joy to use. It’s a hard 
drive that you don’t want to treat like 
one, and that is something extremely 
encouraging for future usability. 
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PCPlus LAB TEST 
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but shalt. 


With the Internet constantly growing, you need to be.surewou 
have the right search tool in your arsenal, says RichardCobbett 


cern.ch and was located at http://nxoc01. 

cern.ch/hypertext/ WWW/ TheProject. 
html. These days, we have billions and billions of 
pages, covering every conceivable subject — blog 
posts and news sites and archives building up, 
ensuring that the wood is perpetually covered by 
the trees. The only way to find your way through 
is with a search engine — and here's where 
youre spoilt for choice. 

From tracking down individual documents to 


Q he very first web page was called nxoc01. 


SEARCH ENGINES 





Richard Cobbett 


richard.cobbett@futurenet.co.uk 


Richard has been searching for 
years and still hasn't found 
what he’s looking for 
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is finding a search engine that Works for your eo and nth 
Although modern web technology has advanced superb value for money 
to meet most peoples needs, their approach to 
doing so varies dramatically, from downloadable 
clients to Flash movies; accessible language entry 
to scientific input. 

Beyond this, most services have expanded 
their remit to a wide range of other services, and 
this is going to become all-important in the future, 
as the search engine wars heat up on the desktop 
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hunting for videos, pictures and old message — and beyond. 
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How we tested 


SEARCH ENGINES 


Are you tired of searching for something specific but getting a load of old rubbish in return? 


hichever search engine you use, it has one 

purpose in life: to help you find what you're after. 
This doesn’t necessarily mean they can be judged solely 
on the results pages they produce. If you're looking for a 
particular image, you want that image file. If youre 
looking for a person, you probably want more than just 


confirmation that they exist and a link to their homepage. 


A search engine has to be able to filter and focus its 
database, presenting everything in a form that works 
well for you. This could be anything, from the ability to 
enter your searches as: “Please tell me where I can find a 
good pizza shop” to the ability to start with a single topic 
and gradually branch out into related subjects. 

All the engines featured here are free, funded by 
advertising revenue (typically referred to as ‘sponsored 
links’) and/or by licensing out the core technology to 
other services and providers. Many search engines work 
as Shells over these packages. For instance, Ask Jeeves’ 
friendlier take on Teoma, or Metacrawler’s ability to 
combine results from Google, Teoma, Overture and 
others. This can have a major impact on your choice of 
engine. The best algorithm in the world can't compensate 
for an unpleasant main site, as many learned to their 
cost during the dash for portal sites during the end of the 
dot-com boom. 

The actual results are also heavily skewed by website 
owners attempting to boost their own rankings. To give 
the most common example, many blog commenting 
systems have been inundated with spam links leading to 
seemingly random sites. In actual fact, these serve to 
boost said sites in the rankings by making them look 






Most popula 
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and catalogues can often get in the way. When looking 
for information on a product like Adobe Photoshop, 
you're almost certainly not looking for a random site that 
happens to sell it. 

Our tests followed a consistent pattern. First and 
foremost, we ran a set series of thirty searches on each 
engine to try and find specific obscure pages and 
discover what it suggested for general search terms. 
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These ranged from ‘Jazz drive click death’ to the 
completely open-ended ‘Cheese’. We then performed a 
series of searches tailored to each engine's specialities, 
such as natural language sentences in Ask Jeeves. These 
were then combined with the site's general ease of use, 
its feel (from basic operation to the obtrusiveness of 
adverts) and any additional features trying to persuade 
you to change. 


more popular than they are. Likewise, commercial sites 


AltaVista 


SITE wwwaltavista.com 
SPECIAL FEATURES 

Search: text, images, MP3/Audio, 
news and video 

Babelfish translation 

Directory listings 

Downloadable toolbar 


LecPlus ratings 
ALTAVISTA 


Value N/A 
Features 0000000 


Performance @©0000000 
OVERALL 8) 
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Qe the perilous power of portals. AltaVista has one 
of many websites during the dot-com boom to 
spectacularly snatch defeat from the jaws of victory. In its day, 
AltaVista was the ultimate search engine. It provided the most 
results, was accurate, ran quickly, and was universally adored 
and admired. Suddenly, the dread disease ‘portalitis’ struck. 
AltaVistas front page grew and grew, swelling and bubbling 
out of all proportion in a desperate attempt to shove in more 
adverts, links, even more adverts, and quirky features like the 
excellent Babelfish foreign language translator, the curious 
Weight Calculator, yes, more adverts and everything else 
under the sun. And then Google came along and shot it in 
the back. These days, AltaVista has cut the crap in favour of a 
Sleek, minimalist search bar, with other features around the 
back. Much like Google, strangely enough. 

AltaVistas history is more than just anecdotal. Over the 
years, its produced some genuinely innovative tools: the first 
with audio, video and image searching in addition to plain 
text, the aforementioned language translator maps, 
conversion utilities and an editor-reviewed web directory. The 
only catch is that many are US. biased, most notably Yellow 
Pages, which happily ignores the world outside of North 
America and Canada. However, you can get the ubiquitous 
branded Toolbar utility for handling search and pop-up ad 
blocking in Internet Explorer, with the unique addition of built- 
in translation. 

Onto the actual searching. Of course, our first search was 
‘PC Plus’ and AltaVista dutifully provided us with: ‘PC Plus for 
Prostate Health. Pure Prescriptions carries PC-PLUS at a great 
price with fast and reliable shipping to your front door’ Oh 
dear. True, were a fine organ but not that particular one. 

Luckily, once past the sponsored adverts, AltaVista proved 
capable of finding the sites we were looking for. The 
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A trim new look for AltaVista, cutting straight to the search part 
of proceedings. Is it enough to reclaim top spot? 


Advanced Search box is especially useful, not only covering 
keyword-based and Boolean searches, but timeframe, 
location and domain. This is great for hunting down a 
specific page rather than just general information on a 
subject. And a panel down the right-hand side of each search 
offers an easy way of running related searches: something as 
simple as ‘cheese’ produces ‘cheese recipe’, cream cheese, 
and chucky cheese. 

Despite all this, theres a notable absence of genuine 
Standout features. Having gone from champ back to 
contender in just a few short years, AltaVista still has 
plenty of experience to bring to bear — but little remaining 
claim to the throne. 


SITE www.ask.com 

SPECIAL FEATURES 

Search: text, images, products, news, 
movies, stocks, famous people 
Downloadable toolbar 

‘Binoculars’ page preview mode 
Online conversions 





ASK JEEVES 


Value N/A 
Features KAAKAA Ks) 
Performance @©@0000000 








Blinkx 


SITE wwwblinkx.com 
SPECIAL FEATURES 
Context searching on local 
and Internet machines 
Downloadable client 
Microsoft Office integration 





BLINKX 


Value N/A 
Features 00000000 
Performance @©00000000 





SEARCH ENGINES 


amed after the esteemed gentleman's gentleman in PG 

Wodehouses Jeeves and Wooster, Ask Jeeves’ biggest 
selling-point has always been ease of use. Rather than 
trumpeting Boolean searches and special tags for every 
conceivable requirement, Ask Jeeves offers an actual 
character to respond to your questions rather than a faceless 
computer, and a box that actively invites you to enter queries 
in plain English. 

Of course, none of this necessarily means very much. We 
picked a question at random: ‘Who was the coolest 
Transformer?’ in reference to the old cartoon. We used 
language the target sites were likely to use and fired it into 
Ask Jeeves and Google. Jeeves responded quickly with a 
massive list of sponsored results and information about 
electric transformer units, while Google cut straight to sites 
talking about the TV show. On the plus side, Jeeves was the 
first to the correct answer, which is of course Starscream. 
(There will be no arguments). 

The simple fact is that almost any search engine will 
happily accept queries in the form of a question, stripping 
out unnecessary words and focusing on more important 
keywords in the middle. The actual search engine at its 
heart is Teoma (which we'll look at more directly later on) 
and, needless to say, everything from ‘WinXP SP2’ to ‘where 
can | find the world’s best tuna farm?’ promptly produced the 
exact same results. 

All of this places emphasis on Ask Jeeves’ additional 
features rather than its actual searching prowess. Results are 
displayed as youd expect, complete with sponsored links, 
and you get a warning message if you type in queries that 
are likely to lead to adult sites. Jeeves also makes it easy to 
track down multimedia content courtesy of a radio-box that 
switches between web pages, pictures, news and products. 


QO: it or loathe it, Google has effectively taken over 
the web-searching market. As you can see from the 
competition, it's exceptionally tough to knock a successful 
product off its proud perch. You have to be a jaw-dropping 
improvement on Google, or be in the right place at the 
right time when the enemy falls flat on its face. However, 
search engines as we know them are soon in for a major 
shift in focus, as they won't simply search the web. They'll 
search individual machines! Blinkx is one of the first 
entrants in this category, competing for vital mindshare 
before either Microsoft (with Longhorn) or Google (Puffin) 
can sweep the board. 

To this end, Blinkx offers a dedicated online search 
engine (complete with a fun method of finding sites and 
plotting your progress around the web), but the really 
interesting part comes in two downloadable utilities that sit 
on your desktop. 

The dedicated client offers the ability to search the web, 
current news sites and your own computers hard drive, 
indexing your documents and emails (Outlook, Outlook 
Express and Eudora) and making it easy to pull up 
information based on keywords. It's a fast and efficient way 
of tracking down documents without having to worry about 
directories or file names. 

The web browsing part of the package offers similar 
functionality but without having to enter a keyword. 
Instead, Blinkx keeps an eye on the actual content of your 
screen, finding documents, websites, images, videos, blog 
posts and other information related to the subject youre 
reading about. You have to wait a few seconds for results 
to be made available, which may have an impact on 
depending on how fast you plough through a page, but 
the links are generally worth reading. Blog sites, such as 


Ask Jeeves 
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Will the butler do it for you? Ask Jeeves, but don’t expect silver 
service in the shape of an unbiased opinion! 


It's a shame that Jeeves’ most unique feature, ‘Binoculars’, 
lacks worldwide support. These offer pop-up preview Images 
of each page before you visit it but, unfortunately, this 
database is still being populated and is currently only 
compatible with Internet Explorer. Beyond this, the main 
features are a mix of useful and fairly basic searches geared 
more towards getting people to track down new movies and 
stock quotes than provide a radically different way of 
performing the task. 

Jeeves is very much an entry-level search tool. Even if the 
engine itself is powerful, its options are for less experienced 
users. And while Internet newcomers may find its approach 
friendlier than Googles sterile take on searching, you'll 
probably want to cut straight to the results after a while. 
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The many faces of Blinkx. On your desktop, in your applications 
and accessible through the web. 


BoingBoing.net or general news pages tended to provide 
the least useful results, thanks to the number of different 
Stories being covered. On the other hand, individual stories 
were a different matter, typically throwing up all sorts of 
different takes on the subject. 

The interface could do with a serious reworking, as it 
currently relys on tiny, tiny buttons and a menu panel 
that tucks Itself away in a part of the screen that your 
eyes could scarcely be less drawn to, but it serves a 
purpose. Hopefully, the next Iteration of this kind of 
search technology will be less tied to specific applications 
(or for those not running an all-Microsoft set-up), ideally 
with open plug-in architectures for third parties to take 


advantage of. 
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Google 


SITE www.google.com 

SPECIAL FEATURES 

Search: Text, images, groups 
Google Answers 

Usenet search 

Web cache 

Web directory 

Google Deskbar 

Google Toolbar 

Gmail 

Plus a seemingly endless list of other 
tricks at www.google.com/help/ 
features.html 











GOOGLE 


Teoma 


SITE www.teoma.com 
SPECIAL FEATURES 
Context searching 
Downloadable toolbar 
Resource collection 
Search refining 





TEOMA 
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SEARCH ENGINES 


E J the worlds most famous search engine, Googles 
rise to power has been nothing short of astronomic. 
Not content to simply usurp AltaVista’s position at the top, 
completely doing away with overburdened portal directories, 
advert-stuffed results and slow performance, no other 
company in the world has devoted itself so fully to web 
innovation. While everyone else struggled to squeeze 
banner adverts and sponsored links onto every inch of your 
monitor, Google introduced cool features like image 
searching, complete access to the defunct Deja News Usenet 
archives, price comparison shopping and, of course, Gmail 
and the Orkut social networking service. It even managed to 
make advertising sexy with small, unobtrusive text-adverts 
keyed to your individual searches, proving that its possible to 
attract attention without ramming slogans down our throats. 

Unfortunately, success has a downside. Google 
searching operates by using a system called ‘PageRank’, 
which determines the value of sites by how much other 
Sites link to them. This works perfectly well when people 
play fair, but its open to heavy abuse. The practice of 
Googlebombing (tricking the engine into links: ‘miserable 
failure’ to George W. Bush) has led to a whole cottage 
industry of spammers, bloggers and marketeers devoted to 
skewing Googles results in their favour. It's still an excellent 
performer, tracking down our test sites within seconds, but 
be aware that more general enquiries, especially when 
hunting for general information rather than individual 
products, are likely to have you shovelling through a 
mountain of spam crap first. At times, this is ridiculous. At 
the time of writing, asking the question ‘What is the mass of 
Mercury?’ produced the canned answer: ’3.30200x10” 
kilograms’ from Googles own databanks, before offering up 
a spam page consisting of little more than ‘Sell 2002 


urrently touted as the most likely successor to Google, 

Teoma suffers slightly from almost nobody knowing 
what it is. In practice, many will already be familiar with its 
searching tools (as mentioned, it's the brains behind Ask 
Jeeves) but unlike Google and Yahoo!, Teoma has made little 
progress in Stamping its name on the all-important 
mainstream market. 

Much like Google, Teoma promotes simple searching: 

a box for entries, a results page and a few superfluous 
niceties around the edge. The main difference is that where 
Google has its shadowy PageRank technology, Teoma uses 
a system called ‘Subject Specific Popularity (SSP). This 
attempts to group pages together by their content rather 
than by specific keywords and the number of links pointing 
to their front door. Because of this, the results screen is split 
into three distinct areas: one lists the main results, another 
contains a list of alternate suggestions to help refine your 
search (for instance, ‘cheese’ leading to ‘Wisconsin Cheese’, 
‘Cheese Company’ and ‘Cheese Recipes’). 

More interestingly, Teoma tries to track down general 
information sites about each subject you enter, providing 
links to dedicated link collections that you may not have 
known existed. It'S an interesting approach to an old 
cataloguing problem, leaving the actual experts to 
worry about link-sourcing and categorisation rather than 
rely on an algorithm, or a human team that clearly can't 
be expected to know everything about all the web's 
nooks and crannies. 

Unsurprisingly, the results are a mixed bag. A search for 
Adobe’ pulled up plenty of useful sites on Photoshop tips 
and tricks, while the top ‘Microsoft’ resource proved to be a 
long list of anti-Passport links. Finally, in one useful touch 
(which you'll understand if you've used one too many 
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One of the most visited pages on the Internet, with just cause. 


Mercury Airflow Mass Meters (used, aftermarket or OEM)’, 
repeated over and over again. 

Even so, Googles trump card is definitely the amount of 
freedom it provides when searching. In addition to text, 
image, keyword and product queries, a full API is available, 
enabling people to write their own software to plug into its 
website. Google itself offers two such programs, a toolbar 
that sits in your web browser, and a Deskbar to go along with 
your Start button and ensure that youre never more than a 
shortcut key from the information you need. It's this sort of 
small but perfectly-targeted innovation that keeps Google at 
the top despite its problems, although it remains to be seen 
what impact the company’s recent IPO will have on both its 
often whimsical growth plans, and the ‘Dont Be Evil’ motto 
thats at the heart of almost every move its made. 
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The search engine that would be king. It’s certainly powerful, yet 
power isn’t necessarily enough to take the throne. 


eager-to-please engines), Teoma is prepared to admit 
when it doesn't have anything useful to display, rather than 
flailing wildly to throw something into the empty gap. What 
a breath of fresh air! 

Either way, youfe not reliant on these extras. As with Ask 
Jeeves, Teoma’ search engine is excellent, quickly homing in 
on whatever youre looking for without getting caught up in 
search engine-optimised adverts. Along similar lines, it's 
worth noting that Teoma is good about handling its 
Sponsored Links. A search for PC Plus produced two advert 
links rather than five (in Ask Jeeves). But when it comes to 
the crunch, are all these features enough to propel it to top 
spot in our search engine round-up? 


Ujiko 


SITE www.ujiko.com 
SPECIAL FEATURES 
Built-in filter 
Flash-based 
folders/categorisation 
Search logging 

Trash parasite sites 


Value N/A 
Features KKA KASA Ks) 
Performance @©@0000000 


OVERALL 


SITE www.yahoo.com 
SPECIAL FEATURES 
Search for: Text, images, news, 


Messenger 
Downloadable toolbar 
Personalised portal page 
Region-specific versions 








SEARCH ENGINES 


he sign of a catchy name is when you have to explain it 

in detail. Look down at your keyboard and follow a zig- 
zag pattern with the letters: U-J-I-K-O. We can see where 
theyte going with this — like a good mnemonic, you're not 
going to forget it after being told it exists. See also Amapis cry 
of “Im happy!” and Ananova the (thankfully defunct) virtual 
newsreader. 

In any event, it would be a real shame if Ujiko was Just 
another random search engine. Luckily, its one of the more 
interesting ones around. For starters, it runs as a Flash movie. 
This has very little impact on its performance, as the files small 
and results (powered by Yahoo!) appear extremely quickly. In 
particular, because it isn’t having to pull a fresh HTML page 
every time you click forward, new results appear almost 
instantly. The only catch is that Flash applets and right-clicking 
dont go well together. Everything automatically opens up in a 
new window, even if you favour tabbed browsing or a single- 
window interface, yet this does neatly avoid accidentally 
losing your searches by trying to move back and forward. 

Visually, everything is extremely clean and tidy. Unobtrusive 
icons fade in and out on command, and search entries light 
up a warm (yes, fuzzy) peach. This gives Ujiko a very 
distinctive look. 

What makes it most powerful is that Flash has the ability 
to store details on your own computer, rather than force you 
to log onto a central server (with the ensuing privacy 
implications, as seen with Amazons new A9 and a few other 
services), or make do with cookies. Ujiko uses this to record 
information about the searches you perform, as well as rate 
sites and report ‘parasitical’ links, such as would-be 
Googlebombers. This isnt essential, and you can either flush 
out or switch off the memory function any time you like if 
youre concerned about other people prying on your search 


Q emember what we said about AltaVista’s terminal 
case of portalitis? Take a look at modern day Yahoo! 
and you'll see much the same situation. What was once a 
search engine has long since morphed into email services 
and messaging clients and online discussion forums, 
accessibility options and much, much more. The key 
difference is that Yahoo!'s services have succeeded without 
a hitch, giving them a valid reason to exist. 

Keeping tabs on the search engine itself is fairly tricky. 
Yahoo!'s original selling-point was cataloguing rather than 
simpe content listing. Its central directory broke the web 
up into categories and subcategories and made it 
possible to step through them in search of the type of 
site you wanted. Over the years, Yahoo! has bolstered 
this by teaming up with more direct search providers 
(including Google) to offer the kind of search we're used 
to seeing, and has combined both methods to form a 
generic ‘web search’. 

These days, the catalogue has unsurprisingly been 
pushed into the background in favour of the standard 
approach, but is still available on the main page. There's 
a wide range to choose from, including Computers 
& Internet, Social Science, Health and Government, 
peeling off into subcategories as simple as Ethics, or as 
specific as Garbology (the study of garbage). In an 
unusual twist, the Sponsored Links that appear on these 
pages are listed firmly at the bottom and out of the way. 
This doesn't apply to the standard search engine, which 
not only features Sponsored Links at the top of each 
search result, it flags them up in blues and greens to 
ensure you don't miss them. 

The results themselves are as reliable as youd expect 
from a company with Yahoo!'s pedigree. It tracked down all 
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The elephant never forgets, and Ujiko moves a fair bit faster than 
your average pachyderm. 


results. But theres precious little point using it if you plan to 
switch them off completely. 

In particular, it keeps a record of all the sites you've visited, 
making it easy to return to individual searches and, more 
usefully, a list of links you've actually bothered following. This 
makes it simple to find obscure documents or page links 
without having to remember your exact search string. You can 
also record your favourite sites into five different folders (each 
colour-coded) and instantly see how many times you've 
visited each site. 

While Ujikos basic searching is little to email home about, 
and is notably lacking certain key features like spelling 
correction, its novelty value alone makes it well worth 
paying a visit. 
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One of the oldest Internet celebrities, Yahoo! continues to be a 
strong contender in the search engine market. 


our sample sites and subjects with absolutely no trouble, 
and a highly comprehensive Advanced Search box that 
drills down by site/domain type, time since the last update, 
and a range of file formats including standard HIML, PDF 
and XML (ideal for RSS feeds). Another extremely useful 
page is the Shortcuts page, which offers immediate access 
to weather, zip codes, book ISBN numbers, flights, vehicle 
numbers and more. As ever, with a very American focus. 

While its increasingly likely that a trip to the Yahoo! 
empire will be to use email, mailing lists, a Messenger 
account or one of a seemingly endless array of other 
services, the search engine is more than capable of 
handling all your hunting needs. 
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Google 


SITE www.google.com 

SPECIAL FEATURES Image search, web cache, Usenet search, Google 
Answers, web directory, shopping and a seemingly endless list of 
other tricks at http://www.google.com/help/features.html 
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Blinkx 


SITE www.blinkx.com 


SPECIAL FEATURES Downloadable client, Microsoft Office integration, 


context searching on local and Internet machines 








Google maintains pole position as the search engine 
most of us like to use, but for how much longer? 


The Nature of Searching 


Search engines come and go and 
disappear without trace. For every 
Lycos still ticking away, there's a 
Magellan. As in... “Anybody 
remember Magellan? Anyone?” 

An interesting thing about the 
search engine market is that it was 
spawned during the dot-com boom, 
when everybody could claim 
hundreds of thousands of devoted 
users but few had concrete plans 
for turning shear numbers into cold, 
hard cash. As a consequence, every 
major service is free (which is 
great) and funded primarily by 
advertising revenue. Most modern 
search engines have realised that 
nothing annoys an average user 


more than being lied to. Sponsored 
links are almost uniformly flagged 
up, highlighted to catch the eye and 
prevent anybody mistaking them 
for a genuine search result. In 
many ways, search engines are the 
ideal place to test new forms of 
advertising. If it's compelling yet 
unobtrusive on a text-packed 
search engine, the odds are stacked 
that it'll work in any context. 

Google Ads are the ultimate 
example. In ditching increasingly 
loud, obnoxious advert banners in 
favour of a simple column of 
targeted links, Google managed to 
provide a middle ground that users 
and marketeers could live with. The 
same technology has been 
deployed on many individual sites, 
notably news aggregators, where 
adverts match themselves to 
whatever the writer happens to be 
talking about without having to 
worry about direct targeting. 

Actual search technology has 
effectively peaked. It’s not perfect, 
not by a long shot. But it’s reached 
the point where improvements are 
largely incremental, lacking the 
scope for a Google-style knockout 
blow. Of course, that’s only how it 
appears at the moment. We're 
certainly willing to be proved 
utterly wrong... 


linkx is certainy promising. The software still isn't 

quite as complete as wed like, and numerous 
elements do still need a thorough makeover. 
Nevertheless, Blinkx’s ability to combine data from the 
web and your hard drive in one go is one of the few 
genuine innovations we've seen for a while. At a time 
when both Google and Microsoft are gearing up in an 
attempt to carpe desktop, it's all the more important to 
note what the smaller companies are getting up to. 
Bigger doesn't always mean best and its very easy to 
overlook less-publicised packages when getting your 
computer ready for the real world. 


ant question this one. Google is the worlds best- 

known search engine and is currently at the top of 
the tree. From available services to speed, reliability, 
ambition and scope, its one of the few genuinely 
essential sites on the web. That said, there are problems: 
being the best means having thousands of people trying 
to pull you down in favour of their own service, and the 
inevitable change in corporate culture that will come with 
the forthcoming IPO. Its still worth giving the other 
services a go, just to see if one of them might suit you 
better. Each has its own benefits and special features. 


PC verdict 


verdict 


0090000000 PC 0090000000 





The future of search 


..and it's looking rosy, if not intrusive! 


ere’s a fun fact. The Windows 

Q 98 Start menu came with a 
button marked ‘Find’. Windows 2000 
and XP offer the chance to ‘Search’. 
Perhaps this is acknowledgement that 
Microsoft's current search technology is 
not the most efficient in the world? 

Unfortunately, Microsoft won't get 
the chance to try again for another few 
years, with the delayed release of 
Longhorn, giving other companies a 
chance to sashay into the market. 


| Programs 


Spotlight. Simply start 
typing what you want to 
find on your machine 
and Spotlight promptly 
races through your files, 
folders, documents, 
emails, contacts and 
calendars, presenting an 
iTunes-style list of 
everything that fits the 
bill, broken down by 
date as well as subject. 


Documents 


Settings 

IN For Files or Folders... 
© onthe Internet... 
D For People... 


Search 
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[ES web curiosities - Sent for ... 


it's to have any hope of holding market 
share against Microsoft which, of 


There are already a few out there, 
including Blinkx and the HotBar 
Desktop, but the real industry giants 
have only just begun to move. 
ironically, Apple is going to be the 
first to integrate true document 
searching and indexing into a 
mainstream operating system, courtesy 
of a brand new Mac OS X feature called 


Goosle's version is called Puffin and 
is a continuation of the company’s slow 
takeover of the desktop, kicking off 
with the Internet Explorer-based 
Google Toolbar and moving onto the 
Taskbar-based Deskbar. And, more 
recently, the acquisition and free 
release of the Picasa image cataloguing 
package. It has to make its play now if 


course, has the immediate advantage 
of being every single eventual 
Longhorn user's first port of call. This 
doesn't necessarily guarantee success. 
After all, Outlook Express isn't the only 
email client out there, and we doubt 
your browser automatically points to 
MSN.co.uk. Yet it does offer near- 
unbeatable home-field advantage. 
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Simon Williams 
simon.williams @futurenet.co.uk 


Simon Williams had spent rather too 
much of his life building mixers and 
slicing up wave files. The way that 
things sound is very important to him 


i nN | Editor's Choice 
A . | Our top award for products 


4p that combine exceptional 
performance and quality 


Imp oving the sound qu lity of your PC iS . | e SS, i with superb value for money 
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of PCs is pretty ropey. The sound chips 

provided on integrated system boards, reason for having more speakers in | 
while pressing all the right buttons on the set-up. It used to be stereo, then they d a Performance Award 
spec sheet, don't often provide the kind of aker at the Awarded to products that 
conduit you'd want to listen to your favourite ore re RAA etna 
music through. money is less important 

Improving the sound quality of your PC need external headphones). 

be no more complicated than fitting a new Were sceptical of the value of these 71 channel 
soundcard. These days, you needn't even open systems, but there's no doubt they add extra 
the case of your computer, as there are various ambience, particularly in first-person games and 
multi-channel sound devices that connect simply in certain movies. In this months Lab Test, were 
to any available USB socket on yourmmachine. looking at six external sound devices and three Value Award 
This is a solution particularlyappropriate fo replacement soundcards that provide your PC Awarded to products that 
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SOUNDCARDS 


CREATIVE SB Audigy2 NX 


PRICE £100 (£85 ex VAT) 

SUPPLIER Creative Labs 

0800 376 7954 

INFO http://uk.europe.creative.com 
WARRANTY [wo years, back to dealer 





CREATIVE SB AUDIGY2 NX 


000000000 
000000000 


Features 


Performance 


OVERALL 


value 2220000 
rears 000000000 
Prerfomance 000000000 





GAINWARD Hollywood @Home Music2Go 


PRICE £50 (£42 ex VAT) 

SUPPLIER Gainward 01635 52 4949 
INFO www.gainward.co.uk 
WARRANTY One year, back to dealer 


I 


GAINWARD 
HOLLYWOOD Œ HOME 


Value 000000000 
0000000 
0000000 


Features 


Performance 





OVERALL 


HERCULES Gamesurround Muse Pocket USB 


PRICE £35 (£30 ex VAT) 

SUPPLIER Dabs.com 

www.dabs.com 

INFO www.hercules-uk.com 
WARRANTY Iwo years, back to dealer 


L 


HERCULES 
GAMESURROUND MUSE 
POCKET USB 


Value 00000000 


000000 
000000 


Features 


Performance 





OVERALL 
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bout the size of a personal radio 

or cassette, Creatives 
SoundBlaster Audigy2 NX is a neat and 
effective little sound device. Fully 71- 
channel compatible, it has sockets 
along its back and down the right side, 
and three at the back cover 5.1 sound 
output. lts USB/USB 2.0 connection, 
plus an S/PDIF and optical out, while 
down the side are microphone and 
line-in jacks, optical-in and the extra 
two side channels for a 71 setup. 

On top of the box, you'll find a mic 
input gain and master volume controls 
(a digital click-wheel) as well as buttons 
for mute, up-mix to 71 channels (using 
Creative Media Source System or CMSS) 
and power. There are extra indicators 
for Dolby Digital and I/R connection to 
the supplied remote control. 


O is best known for its 
range of video cards, but it 
actually makes a variety of multimedia 
devices. The Hollywood@Home range 
includes the novel Music2Go product, 
which is a USB 2.0-based sound device 
built into a circular case about the size 
and shape of a roll of sticky tape. 

This Z1-channel device, using a 
CMedia sound chip, has an array of 
sockets around its edge for the eight 
sound channels, as well as inputs for 
microphone and line-in, and a 
headphone jack. Theres no facility for S/ 
PDIF either via phono or optical sockets. 

The Music2Go needs no external 
power, drawing all it requires from your 
USB 20 port. This includes enough 
power for the four blue LEDs, which 
illuminate the logo in the centre of the 


s it a frankincense jar? Is it a 
huge volume knob? No, its 
Hercules’ answer to the external 
soundcard. Such a round aluminium 
case with a round aluminium knob on 
the top should certainly be in the 
running for some kind of style award. 
Admittedly, with sockets for front, rear 
and centre/sub-bass outputs, and 
others for microphone and 
headphones located around the edge, 
the final effect is a little messy, but the 
smooth and easy volume control via 
the big knob compensates. Press it 
down and it mutes the sound, too. 
Like the Gainward device, this 
Hercules draws all the power it needs 
from your USB port but, unlike the 
Gainward Music2Go, it has two 
discreet green LEDs underneath, rather 


Theres lots of 
software goodies, 
with controls for 
Creatives CMSS along 
with a wave editor, a 
recorder for audio 
streams and a Mini- 
Disc centre for 
handling Sony's 
recording format. 

Sound output, as we've come to 
expect from Creatives Audigy2 chip, is 
close to exemplary. With a very high 
signal-to-noise ratio, providing no 
audible noise, and a nifty automatic 
speaker mute for when theres no audio 
source plugged in, the unit is very well- 
behaved. The cards 24-bit processing 
ensures clear reproduction of voice and 
solo instruments. 





Our subjective sound testers gave the 
device a high rating in all of our sound 
categories, though one tester felt there 
was a slight tendency to harshness in 
some of the higher registers. 
Admittedly, the SoundBlaster 
Audigy2 NX is one of the more 
expensive sound devices in the group, 
yet with classy sound reproduction, you 
definitely get what you pay for. 


device. This glows 
brightly and flashes 
when being used and 
can be distracting. 

Software is fairly 
minimal, with a mixer 
application and a 
couple of demos, but 
nothing of any 
consequence on the 
audio side. In particular, we missed an 
easy way of controlling treble and bass 
levels. However, theres a copy of 
WinDVD 5 that enables you to get 
reasonable multi-channel results from 
DVD movies. 

When it came to our tests, we felt 
that Music2Go lacked any real body in 
the bass frequencies, particularly with 
classical music. It was better on rock 





anthems, but there still wasnt any 
differentiation of instruments that we 
could hear from some of the other 
cards. On lighter, single-voice tracks, 
clarity was better, so if you like singer- 
songwriter material, the Music2Go may 
well suit you. Its good to have a self- 
contained device with no need for a 
power socket, but oh, those flashing 
blue lights! 


than flashing blue 
lights on the top. 

Theres little 
software supplied (just 
a music player) and 
theres no visible way 
of adjusting bass or 
treble levels. The device 
provides 5.1 channels of 
sound, so you dont get 
any side channels, but you do gain 
something in simplicity of operation. 

In tests, the sound output was fair, 
though you lose a degree of 
immersion while playing games 
without the extra two channels. 
Musical clarity was good and even 
during our heavy rock sample, you 
could distinguish between instruments. 
The classical music sample was light 





on bass, missing some of the double 
bass and percussion details. 

This is a unit that majors in ease of 
use, being simple to connect and 
efficient with power. However, its not 
ideal for use with notebooks and It's 
comparatively heavy and hardly pocket 
size. From our research, its not too 
widely available, but you can get it 
from Dabs.com. 





M-AUDIO Sonica Theater 


PRICE £99 (£84 ex VAT) 

SUPPLIER M-Audio, 01442 41 6590 
INFO www.maudio.co.uk 
WARRANTY One year, back to dealer 





M-AUDIO SONICA THEATER 





Features 000000000 
Performance @©0000000 
OVERALL (8) 


heres nothing particularly fancy 

looking about the Sonica Theater. 
Its small and neat; a simple plastic box 
with seven sockets on the back panel. 
And yet, M-Audio charges just under 
£100 for the unit, so were hoping 
theres more to the Sonica Theater than 
meets the eye. 

For starters, it's a full Zl-channel 
sound device, working at 24-bit to 
provide high-quality sound, even from 
a default USB 1.1 socket. It requires no 
extra power, unlike Creatives offering, 
which has a separate mains power 
supply. It lacks a little in 1/O sockets, 
though, having only a line-in and S/ 
PDIF out. Theres also no microphone 
input and the headphone output is 
shared with the front speaker socket, 
which may prove inconvenient. 


PHILIPS PSC 805 Aurilium 


PRICE £59 (£50 ex VAT) 

SUPPLIER Philips Electronics 

020 7949 0069 

INFO www.philips.com/sound 
WARRANTY lwo years, back to dealer 





PHILIPS PSC805 AURILIUM 








CREATIVE SB Audigy2 ZS Platinum Pro 


PRICE £199 (£170 ex VAT) 

SUPPLIER Creative Labs 

0800 376 7954 

INFO hitp://uk.europe.creative.com 
WARRANTY lwo years, back to dealer 


L 


CREATIVE SOUNDBLASTER 
AUDIGY2 ZS PLATINUM PRO 


EILIT 000000000 
009000000009 
009000000009 


Features 


Performance 


OVERALL 


he small, rectangular Aurilium box 


contains more than you think. 

There are sockets at the back for 5.1- 
channel sound output, along with line- 
in and S/PDIF while the front panel 
houses two mini-jacks for microphone 
and headphones. Power comes from a 
single USB connection, which can run 
from a USB 1.1 or USB 2.0 socket. 

There are plenty of controls 
provided by the single knob and two 
selector buttons on the front panel of 
the Aurilium. One of the selector 
buttons switches between input gain, 
fader level and sub-bass level. 
Depending on which function is 
selected, the single knob serves all 
three functions. 

The top button selects any of four 
Q functions. QSound is a company 


cy under £200 may seem a lot 
to spend on a soundcard, but for 
anybody wanting to experiment with 
music, home video or home cinema, 
this top of the range unit from Creative 
offers a huge degree of potential. 

The PCI card itself provides just four 
outputs, three of which are for the 71 
channel analog sound the card 
provides. The fourth socket connects to 
the systems breakout box, which can 
sit flat or upright on your desk and is 
just a mass of sockets. It's hard to think 
of a signal this box cant send or 
receive, from optical S/PDIF to MIDI, to 
digital out for a separate set of 
Creatives own speakers. 

The software supplied with the 
Audigy2 ZS Platinum Pro is no less 
comprehensive. Although most of the 


SOUNDCARDS 


M-Audio provides 
a good software 
bundle with Sonica 
Theater, including a 
game and a demo CD 
of several of the 
artists who use its 
professional sound 
creation and editing 
gear. They sound 
impressive through this device. The 
control software includes separate 
adjustment for the various parts of the 
SRS surround sound system, which it 
supports. These include 5.1 or 71 sound 
derived from stereo sound tracks, such 
as those on music CDs, and an 
enhanced bass effect called IruBass. 

Sound reproduction is good, with 
clear and expressive vocals and crisp 






that's created 
interesting audio 
effects software that 
synthesises multi- 
channel sound from 
Stereo Input. So the 
Aurilium can take 
normal stereo music 
CDs and effectively 
provide synthesised 
51 music. It sounds natural and not 
gimmicky, unlike some earlier multi- 
channel algorithms. 

And it can all be controlled through 
software using Sound Agent 2, a well- 
designed sound application that 
provides individual control of these 
effects and others, such as 
equalisation and reverberation. 
Changing the reverberation level can 


applications are of the 
‘Lite’ variety, they're all 
quite capable of 
performing some 
useful work. 
Steinberg’s Cubasis 
and WaveLab are 
worth singling out, as 
being a very good 
way to get into digital 
music creation. 

Sound output from the system is 
24-bit, with an exceptional signal-to- 
noise ratio and total harmonic 
distortion of around 0.004 per cent. In 
subjective terms, this means the best 
sound-quality of any sound system 
reviewed here. Instruments are clearly 
defined in all genres and sound 
natural, without having to play with 





instrumentals, particularly from 
electronic instruments on the demo CD. 
There are bonus versions of music- 
making software with the system, and 
plenty of samples for you to play with. 
Sonica Theater is a neater solution 
for notebook or desktop users than the 


Gainward or Hercules products, but it 
lacks the versatility of Creatives better 
£100 offering. 


> 
H 
PEREORMANCE 
SYAWARD 


make it sound like your favourite 
singers performing in the bathroom! 
With all effects switched out and 
tone controls set flat, sound output 
from the Aurilium is natural and 
balanced. Voices sound clean and 
defined and instruments can be easily 
placed on the sound stage. Although 
its only a 5.1-channel device, its solidly 
specified and an endearing performer. 


F Ul 
EDITOR'S 
CHOICE 





special effects or added environments. 
We were particularly impressed by the 
sound of solo acoustic guitars. 

This system is about as cutting- 
edge as you can get and is one of the 
few to receive a THX certification, as 
well as full Dolby accreditation. Currently 
its the best PC sound system you can 
get for under £200. 
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a A J S | SOUNDCARDS 


GAINWARD Hollywood@Home 7.1 


PRICE £27 (£23 ex VAT) 

SUPPLIER Gainward 01635 524 949 
INFO www.gainward.co.uk 
WARRANTY One year, back to dealer 


GAINWARD 
HOLLYWOOD @HOME 7.1 





Performance @©@©000000 
OVERALL 7) 





his soundcards main claim to 
fame is its support for 71-channel 
sound. It uses VIAS Envy-24 sound chip, 
which is a surprisingly high-performance 
device given its low price point. 

lts not just the sound chip that 
determines a cards overall performance, 
though, as items such as the digital to 
analogue converter (DAC) affect what it 
can do. In this case, the Envy-24 chip is 
accompanied by an 18-bit DAC, 
meaning output from the four analogue 
mini-jack sockets on its backplate is 
restricted to this resolution. Only the 
digital output from the cards single 
optical port is truly 24-bit. 

This half-length PCI card installs 
easily enough, though we did have 
some trouble getting Windows XP to 
recognise the drivers installed from the 





M-AUDIO Revolution 7.1 


PRICE £90 (£77 ex VAT) 

SUPPLIER M-Audio, 01442 416590 
INFO www.maudio.co.uk 
WARRANTY One year, back to dealer 


| 


M-AUDIO REVOLUTION 7.1 
000000 
0000000 
00000000 


Value 
Features 


Performance 


| 


OVERALL 


his is pretty much an internal 
version of the Sonica Theater 

device, configured as a half-length PCI 
card. It uses the same VIA Envy-24 chip 
as the Gainward 71 card, but here its 
coupled to a full 24-bit DAC, so you get 
the analogue equivalent of true 24-bit 
sound from the jack sockets, as well as 
from the digital S/PDIF port. With the 
mic and line in ports, this offers the full 
complement of back-panel sockets. 

The software bundle is very similar 
to the Sonica Theater, with WinDVD, 
various music creation applications, 
plus some useful samples and loops 
for experimenting with. Theres that 
rather incongruous copy of Tony Hawk's 
ProSkater 3, too. 

The Revolution Control Panel, the 
same utility supplied with the Sonica, 


PHILIPS PSC 605 Sonic Edge 5.1 





PRICE £19 (£16 ex VAT) 

SUPPLIER Philips Electronics 

020 7949 0069 

INFO www.philips.com/sound 
WARRANTY Iwo years, back to dealer 





PHILIPS PSC 605 SONIC 
EDGE 5.1 


VENTS 0000000000 


Features 009000000 


Performance @©000000 
OVERALL (9) 
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he Sonic Edge 5.1 may look like a 
bog-standard 5.1-channel 
soundcard, but the well-designed 
sound chip, created by Philips, is used 
as the basis for a fully-featured device 
at an attractive price point. As well as 
the three stereo sockets for the basic 
51 channels, there are inputs for 
microphone and line-in plus a mini- 
jack S/PDIF output too. 

At the bottom of the backplate, 
you'll also notice a joystick port, which 
doubles as a MIDI socket (like Creatives 
old SoundBlaster cards). Inside, and 
along the card's top edge, there are two 
further S/PDIF sockets, as well as 
connections for CD and auxiliary inputs, 
making this a surprisingly versatile card. 

The set-up is straightforward, with 
the Philips Sound Agent 2 software 





accompanying CD. 
Theres no supporting 
application software, 
though a full copy of 
WinCinema Pro 4, 
providing /1-channel 
support, is provided. 
This means you can 
play back audio DVDs 
that provide 71 sound 
in all their glory, 

The sound output was reasonable, 
though little better than the output 
from some of the more sophisticated 
sound chips you find on new PC 
system boards. The main advantage in 
comparison with these is that you have 
dedicated sockets for the eight 
channels of sound, as well as 
microphone and line inputs. 


gives you good control 
of the card's functions, 
including the SRS 
Surround-sound 
filtering, which can 
add a lot of extra 
presence to ordinary 
stereo tracks, 

though at the expense 
of authenticity. 

Sound output is smoother and 
warmer than from the Gainward card, 
but the differences aren't that 
pronounced. The sound stage is well- 
placed and the acoustic material 
sounds crisp and clear. With full 
orchestration, theres a slight merging of 
sound, but again, it should be quite 
acceptable for all but the true 
audiophile — who would frown on 


installing along with 
the drivers. Sound 
Agent 2 breaks down 
control of the card 
between tabs, 
covering things like a 
graphic equaliser and 
the QSound effects. 
These enable various 
reverberation patterns 
to be added to any reproduced sound, 
creating acoustics for different types of 
auditoriums and enabling multi- 
channel sound from a variety of stereo 
source material. 

The card is surprisingly good at 
reproducing music, with a light, natural 
touch and highly defined detail. While 
its output may only be 16-bit, it 
reproduces effects, soundtracks and 





Rock tracks sounded suitably 
upbeat, with a good thumping bass line 
and fair treble differentiation. Classical 
music was less purely defined, but t's 
still very acceptable for day-to-day 
listening. At the price, this card is a good 
choice for upgrading an older PC lacking 
a good audio sub-system. If you have a 
more modern system board, though, 
you'll probably notice little difference. 





listening seriously to a PC audio system 
in the first place. 

Which brings us to the question: 
why is this card worth £90, when 
Gainward package, using a similar 
sound chip, sells for less than a third of 
the price? The Revolution 71 has true 24- 
bit output and a better software bundle, 
for sure, but is that really worth another 
£60? We think this ones over-priced. 





music with surprising punch and flair, 
so much so that its difficult to notice 
any difference between this and some 
of the 24-bit cards. 

When you look at the price of the 
Sonic Edge 5.1, its easy to do a double- 
take. For under £20, youte getting a 
soundcard that reproduces six channels 
and provides multi-channel output 
from stereo sources. A bargain! 








DETAILS 


SOUNDCARDS 








Make & Model Creative SoundBlaster Gainward Hercules Gamesurround M-Audio Sonica Theater Philips PSC 805 Aurilium 
Audigy2 NX Hollywood@Home Muse Pocket USB 
Music2Go 
Price £100 (£85 ex VAT) £50 (£42 ex VAT) £35 (£30 ex VAT) £99 (£84 ex VAT) £59 (£50 ex VAT) 
Supplier Creative 0800 376 7954 Gainward 01635 524 949 Hercules 020 7556 7089 M-Audio 01442 416590 Philips 020 7949 0069 
Info http://uk.europe.creative.com www.gainward.co.uk www.hercules-uk.com www.maudio.co.uk www.philips.co.uk 
Warranty 2 years, back to dealer 1 year, back to dealer 2 years, back to dealer 1 year, back to dealer 2 years, back to dealer 


SPECIFICATIONS 





Sound chip Creative SB Audigy2 Cmedia CMIL06 Sensaura VIA ENVY24HT Philips Sonic Engine 

Signal to noise ratio (dB) 102 Not stated Not stated 101 104 

Max number of channels Al Al 51 71 5l 

Channel synthesis Yes Yes No Yes No 

Bit width 24 16 16 24 24 

Sockets Front, rear, centre/sub, side, Front, rear, centre/sub, side, Front, rear, centre/sub, mic in, Front, rear, centre/sub, side, Front, rear, centre/sub, S/PDIF 


S/PDIF out, optical in/out, mic in, 
line-in, headphone 


mic in, line-in, headphone 


line-in, headphone 


S/PDIF out, line-in, headphone 


out, optical out, mic in, line-in, 
headphone 





Connection type 


USB, USB 2.0 via free upgrade 


USB 2.0 


USB 2.0 


USB 


USB 





Connecting cables 


USB, 1x 4-way stereo mini jack 


2x USB, Optical S/PDIF converter 


USB 


USB 


USB 





Power source 
Remote control 


Software supplied 


Sound standards supported 






DETAILS 


Mains 
Yes 


MediaSource 2, EAX Console, 
WaveStudio, MiniDisc Centre, 
Audio Stream Recorder, utils 


EAX, Dolby Digital-EX 


PC 


verdict © 


tudes 
TAAIE 


USB connection 
Yes 


WinDVD 5, mixer, 2 x positional 
audio demos 


Dolby Digital 


PC verdict @ 


USB connection 
No 
MediaStation | 


EAX, DirectSound, Sensaura 3DPA 


PC verdict @ 


USB connection 
No 


Ableton Live Demo, Arkaos V| 
Lite, Propheads Reason, WinDVD 
4 Tony Hawks ProSkater 3, Music 
demos 


Dolby Digital-EX, DTS, SRS 
CircleSurround II 


PC verdict 8 ) 


USB connection 
No 


Sound Agent 2, ACID Xpress, 
AudioPix, Musicmatch Jukebox 


EAX, Dolby Pro Logic, DTS, 
DirectSound, QSound 


PC verdict © 





Make & Model Creative SoundBlaster Gainward M-Audio Revolution 7.1 Philips PSC 605 
Audigy2 ZS Platinum Pro Hollywood@Home 7.1 Sonic Edge 5.1 
Sound Card 
Price £199 (£170 ex VAT) £27 (£23 ex VAT) £90 (£77 ex VAT) £19 (£16 ex VAT) 
Supplier Creative 0800 376 7954 Gainward 01635 52 4949 M-Audio 01442 41 6590 Philips 020 7949 0069 
Info http://uk.europe.creative.com www.gainward.co.uk www.maudio.co.uk www.philips.co.uk 
Warranty 2 years, back to dealer 1 year, back to dealer 1 year, back to dealer 2 years, back to dealer 


SPECIFICATIONS 














Sound chip Creative Audigy2 VIA Envy 24HT-S VIA Envy 24HT Philips Sonic Engine 
Signal to noise ratio (dB) 108 Not stated 107 Not stated 

Number of channels 71 71 Al 51 

Channel synthesis Yes Yes Yes No 

Bit width 24 24 (18-bit DAC) 24 16 

Sockets Front, rear, centre/sub, side, Front, rear, centre/sub, side, Front, rear, centre/sub, side, Front, rear, centre/sub, side, 


S/PDIF in/out, optical in/out, 
digital out, mic in, MIDI in/out, 3x 
line-in, headphone, game port 


optical out, mic in, line-in 


S/PDIF out, mic in, line-in 


S/PDIF out, mic in, line-in, MIDI/ 
game port 





Connection type 


PCI 


PCI 


PCI 


PCI 





Connecting cables 


Remote control 


Software supplied 


Card to breakout box cable, 1/4- 
inch to mini-jack converter 


Yes 


MediaSource 2, Cubasis VST CE, 
WaveLab Lite, FL Studio, Tomb 
Raider, Rainbox Six 3, DVD 
sampler, utils 


None supplied 


No 


WinCinema Pro 4 


None supplied 


No 


Ableton Live Demo, Arkaos V] 
Lite, Propheads Reason, WinDVD 
4 Tony Hawks ProSkater 3, 
sound loops 


None supplied 


No 


Sound Agent 2, ACID Xpress, 
AudioPix, Musicmatch Jukebox 





Sound standards supported 


EAX, Dolby Digital-EX, DTS, THX, 
ASIO 


PC verdict @ 


Rae PCPlus 221 | October 2004 


EAX, Dolby Digital-EX, DTS, 
Sensaura, DirectSound 


PC verdict @ 


EAX, Dolby Digital-EX, DTS, 
DirectSound, A3D, SRS 
CircleSurround Il, ASIO2 


PC verdict @ 


Qsound, EAX, Dolby Digital, A3D 


PC verdict © 
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EDITOR’S CHOICE 
Creative SoundBlaster 


Audigy2 ZS Platinum Pro 


PRICE £199 (£170 ex VAT) 

SUPPLIER Creative Labs, 0800 376 7954 
INFO hittp://uk.europe.creative.com 
WARRANTY lwo years, back to dealer 


his combined soundcard and breakout box, a 

combination that Creative first used in its 
original Audigy Platinum product, offers just about 
the best of everything. It reproduces full 24-bit sound 
through up to eight speakers and supports all the top 
industry protocols. 

The breakout box has sockets for most audio 

devices youd want to connect to your PC, so you 





BEST VALUE 


Philips PSC 605 Sonic 
Edge 5.1 


PRICE £19 (£16 ex VAT) 

INFO www.philips.com/sound 

SUPPLIER Philips Electronics, 020 7949 0069 
WARRANTY [wo years, back to dealer 


his group test includes sound devices that top out 

at around £200, while this Philips soundcard costs 
just a tenth of this. Even so, its a good, basic 5.1-channel 
sound device, which will still give you much better 
performance than a typical stereo sound chip on a PC 
system board. It's an attractive, low-cost way to improve 
the sound experience through your PC. 


PC verdict 000000000 


SOUNDCARDS 





have optical S/PDIF inputs and outputs and full MIDI 
as well as an output for digital speaker sets. Sound 
reproduction is superb, noticeably more precise and 
detailed than any of the other cards we tested. At 
street prices, you can pick up this system for around 
£1/0, and its money well spent for most. 


PC verdict 000000000 





PERFORMANCE 
SAWARD 


BEST PERFORMER 


Philips PSC 805 Aurilium 


PRICE £59 (£50 ex VAT) 

INFO www.philips.com/sound 

SUPPLIER Philips Electronics, 020 7949 0069 
WARRANTY Iwo years, back to dealer 


xternal soundcards are still a new phenomenon, 

but this Philips unit shows they shouldn't be 
scoffed at by the die-hard soundcard brigade. It produces 
high-quality 5.1-channel sound in a well-designed box 
with comprehensive controls, either through push- 
buttons on its front panel, or through the excellent Philips 
software controls. Although its size may restrict its use 
with notebooks, the sound-quality is not to be missed. 


PC verdict @©000000000 








Sound reproduction, particularly music, is subjective 
but you can tell the best soundcards by listening hard 


More people are using their PCs for 
general leisure pursuits, including 
music, DVD playback and games. 
All of these demand a lot from your 
sound system and if your PC has an 
older system board or a more basic 
soundcard, it can impact on your 
enjoyment of all sound sources. 

So should you opt for stereo (2.1- 
channels), 5.1 surround, or 71 
multi-channel sound? It mainly 
depends on what you want to 
listen to: 


Stereo — all music CDs and MP3s 
are stereo and to play them over all 
the speakers in multi-channel 
sound systems, you have to 
synthesise extra sound using 
clever algorithms. This so-called 
‘up-mixing’ can be effective, but 
even so, it's not as the original 
artist and sound engineer intended 
it to be heard. 


5.1 — DVD movie soundtracks are 
the main source of 5.1-channel 
sound. Dolby and other encoding 
systems are designed for playback 
through three speakers at the front, 
two at the rear and a sixth, sub- 
bass channel. Games that feature 
‘environmental sound’ also follow 
this scheme. 


71 — the latest format adds two 
further channels, to left and right of 
your listening position. Cynics say 
it's just a way of selling new 
soundcards and more speakers, as 
there's very little source material to 
take advantage of the extra 
channels. Up-mixing from 5.1 is 
possible but the only original 
source of 71 sound is the rare DVD- 
audio format. Some games are 
starting to support it but true 71 
effects are still thin on the ground. 


Of course, there's nothing to stop 
you playing stereo or 5.1-channel 
source material on a 71 sound 
system. The kinds of improvements 
on offer in new soundcards are 
marginal to all but the most 
discerning ear. When you get to 
noise levels over 100dB below the 
sound you're listening to, you're not 
going to hear them. Distortion 
levels below 0.005 per cent are also 
inaudible. But there are still 
noticeable differences between the 
cards we've tested, which is why 
it's important to use your ears 
when making a buying decision. 
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-> We solve your PC problems 


CONTENTS 
144 Encroaching darkness 


144 That extra 200nm 
145 Spambot honey pot 
145 Novelty CD-R dish 


146 Discover a cool 
screensaver 


147 Planning ahead 

147 Try and catch me! 

147 Broadband gone mad 
147 Shifting for yourself 
147 Image contact sheets 
148 Getting rid of caps-lock 
148 Going to the source 
148 DLL of a lifetime 


148 Using Notepad to help 
you remember 


149 A bigger, better 
doodling pad? 


149 CD-R, a burning issue 
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There isn't much Paul Grosse and Wilf Hey dont know about 
computers, except how to turn them off and go to sleep 


WINDOWS 98 
Encroaching darkness 


| know | should be reinstalling 

my system but I'm on Windows 
98 SE and not ready for Windows XP 
Something has gone wrong with... 
well, | don’t know what! I usually 
keep several programs running at the 
same time, and when | close a big 
one that's using most or all of the 
screen, the window disappears but 
just leaves one or more big holes on 
my desktop. If | run the mouse over 
them, some things (like icons) will 
suddenly appear but Refresh usually 
doesn't work. | can navigate 
between programs simply enough 
using [CTRL]+[TAB], and when | 
activate one of them, their portion of 
the desktop suddenly reappears. 
This is, as I say, usually after I close 
the window of a program using lots 
of memory, so | figure there's 
something wrong with part of the 
system. Nothing else is causing 
really bad problems, but it’s 
disconcerting trying to feel your way 
around in the dark. Can you help? 
Charles A Vincent 


There is a way you can continue 
to operate normally, but a new 

installation (or even a simple 
reinstallation) seems in order, so try to 
plan for it. Remember that Windows 98 
is no longer supported by Microsoft, no 
matter how many people depend on tt. 

What seems to have gone wrong is 
a module that allocates memory for 
buffering and managing screen 
displays or, more likely, another 
modules interface to it. If you're able to 
restore your systems DLLs to their 
original (or latest updated) state, the 
problem will most likely disappear. 
However, this annoyance Is just a taste 
of things to come and you may find 
more problems in future. 

For the time being, you can restore 
the screen (including the taskbar, which 
is frequently the first to go black 


i |Loremipse.rtf - Mic 
File Edit View Insert Format Tools Table Winda 


Normal ~ Geneva 


o- @BOz4 


Nemo enim ipsam volupt 
consequuntur magni dole 
quisquam est, qui dolore 
non numquam eius modi 
voluptatem. Nemo enim i 
sed quia consequuntur 

porro quisquam est, qui 

sed quia non numquam e 
quaerat voluptatem. Ne 

aut fugit, sed quia conse 
nesciunt, neque porro q 
adipisci velit, sed quia nc 


labore et dolore magna 





Huge areas of black can sometimes obscure the screen when you close a window and 
when memory resources are low. Note: the missing data is misplaced, not lost. 


because it changes so often and relies 
on memory). When you see the black 
over the screen, hold down the 
Microsoft FLAG key and press D twice. 
This will restore the display but may 
leave minor (non-crucial) effects on 
programs with open windows. 


DIGITAL CAMERAS 


That extra 200nm 


I recently bought a digital 

camera that says it has an 
infrared filter. Out of curiosity, | tried 
pointing the television's remote 
control towards it in the dark and it 
can be seen flashing quite clearly on 
the LCD display on the back. Is there 
any use to this or is it something that 
can be filtered out on the computer 
in the same way that red-eye can? 
Neil McDonald 


Thinking in terms of wavelengths, 

visible light goes from around 
400nm (deep blue), to around 700nm 
(deep red) with the three nominal 
bands, blue, green and red 
(corresponding to the colour sensitive 
cells in your retina) having their borders 
roughly at 100nm intervals. Your eyes are 
actually slightly sensitive to near infrared 
(NIR) down to around 780nm or so. 


Like your eyes, the cameras CCD 
has red, green and blue filters but is 
also sensitive to NIR, this time 
extending down to around 900nm. 
Healthy foliage reflects a lot of this 
light, along with other things such as 
skin and so on. Perhaps more 
interesting to some, fine things start to 
disappear, such as haze in long distant 
landscapes and also some clothes! The 
IR filter on your camera tries to stop this 
light as all of the cells will pick it up. 
Without it, it would have the effect of 
desaturating and brightening anything 
that reflected a lot if near infrared, such 
as foliage, stone, skin and so on. 

Unfortunately, this can't be filtered 
out with image-editing software as it's 
not uniform fogging. Anything that's 
darker than the rest of the image in 
visible light and also in IR, such as 
water or dark hair, will have its density 
range shifted down, and clipping out 
fog will have the wrong effect. 

However, what you've discovered 
can be of use if you want to produce 
spectacular images. 

If you have a conventional 
miniature (35mm) camera, that has no 
IR sources inside and has a metal 
shutter, there are two IR films you can 
use: a black and white negative film 
and an Ektachrome transposing colour 
transparency film. The transposing film 
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A digital camera's sensitivity to near-IR can be useful, as well as picturesque! With the right 
filter and image processing, you can emulate Kodak Ektachrome colour infrared film. 


was developed during the Second 
World War to help with detecting 
camouflage, as healthy trees look 
magenta. Sick trees such as broken 
branches or cloth look different. It's also 
used on orchards and forests (from the 
air) to locate trees that need attention. 
As you've no choice over the way 
the image is recorded in a digital 
camera, youll have to resort to using 
an IR filter and taking two shots. There 
are a number of filters to use that block 
out all visible light and pass enough IR 
above 900nm for the camera to see an 
image: Kodak Wratten 89b (which lets 
through a little bit of visible) and Kodak 
Wratten 87 (which looks black). If you 


Novelty CD-R dish 


This is something you can do if your CD- 
burning activities go awry, and is an 
adventurous step forward from merely 
using the duff ones as coasters. It's based 
on the widely publicised activity in the 
1960s and 1970s when children 
remoulded vinyl records using a flower 
pot and an oven! There's nothing new 
here, except we're using our modern day 
equivalent: an unusable CD. 

First off, if you're going to try this, make 
sure it's your own oven and if you do try 
this, it's entirely at your own risk! 

Having ensured the kitchen is well- 
ventilated, and that remaining doors into 
the rest of the house are closed, set the 


want to find out if the black filter 
transmits NIR light that your eyes are 
sensitive to, you can read how to do it 
on this months SuperDisc. 

So, with your digital camera 
mounted on a tripod on a sunny day in 
Bath (or wherever theres plenty of NIR 
about), take two shots: one with and 
one without the filter. The auto 
exposure of the camera will take care 
of the enormous differences you may 
experience. At home, take the two 
images and correct the density range — 
you might find the IR image is a little 
odd as the camera wasn't really 
designed to work this way. Your IR 
image on its own emulates the 


oven to gas mark 6. Place a clean, dry plant 
pot with a small base (2.5 to 3cm) upside 
down on a clean baking tray. Yes, it needs 
to be terracotta or a similar non-plastic 
compound. Place the dead CD-R on top and 
when the oven is up to temperature, place 
the baking tray, complete with plant pot 
and CD-R, on a shelf in the middle of the 
oven. Leave for five minutes and then 
check. It should have started to droop, 
unless your oven is set too high, in which 
case it's probably done! If not, put your feet 
up and leave for a few more minutes. 

Once it's ready, take it out and let it cool. 
Make a note of how long it took for the 
next time you do this. Once it’s become 








Paul Grosse 
paul.grosse @futurenet.co.uk 


Paul started helping people 
with their problems on the PC 
back in the 1980s, and 
programs for fun 


monochrome IR film, yet you can use it 
to emulate the Ektachrome film too. 

Using your favourite image editing 
program (lm using Micrografx Picture 
Publisher), take the colour image (top 
image in the picture) and rotate the 
hues by 120 degrees, turning red into 
green, and so on, by clicking on 
Map|Hue Shift. Next, separate the 
layers by clicking on 
Image|Channell Split RGB and then 
copy the IR image and paste it into the 
red layer. Recombine the layers to 
correct any registration issues that may 
have occurred by using the prism effect 
(Image|Effects|Prism). Once you've 
recombined the image, you'll have a 
transposed colour composite like the 
one of the house (left). It's useful to 
remember that your cameras not 
programmed to process IR information, 
so you might need to adjust the 
gamma for the red layer in your image. 

IF your image editor doesn't support 
hue shift, or you want to find other 
ways of doing this (and play around 
with some IR and colour images), have 
a look at this months SuperDisc. 


EMAIL ADDRESSES 
Spambot honey pot 


I recently started receiving spam 

at one of my email addresses. 
The strange thing is that I've never 
put it on the Internet and I've never 
given it to anybody. I've never sent 
anything with it and, up until 


rigid enough, you can put it under a 
cold tap if you want. Don't put the 
plant pot in the water or it may 
crack. 

You'll notice a smell like hot 
plastic (remember that you should 
have the kitchen well-ventilated). 
You're not actually melting the plastic, so 
the smell you're experiencing is similar to 
the one in the pressing plant where local 
exhaust ventilation is used. 

With your new novelty dish, furnished 
with kitchen towel and peanuts, your 
LAN party will go down a treat! Now, go 
and turn your oven off before your house 
burns down. E 
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wilf.hey @ futurenet.co.uk 


Wilf has been hanging around 
computers for decades now: 
you'd think that something 
clever would rub off on him 
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Email your questions to: 
pcplushelpdesk @futurenet.co.uk 
Or write to: 

HelpDesk, PC Plus 

30 Monmouth Street 

Bath BA1 2BW 

Or fax: 01225 732 295 

HelpDesk welcomes questions, 
tips and follow-ups to published 
items, but please note that we 
can only respond via the pages 
of the magazine. 


HELP US HELP YOU! 


We get thousands of emails each 
month, so please send your 
messages to the correct address. 
Email SuperDisc problems to 
pcplus.support@ futurenet.co.uk 





I'm afraid we haven't tested to 
see if it’s dishwasher safe. 
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Periodic Table of Elements 





KEYBOARD 
Shifting for yourself 


When you want to open a file, 
complete a form or even while 
selecting maintenance options 
and selections for printing, you 
can sometimes select multiple 
objects. The standard way to 
choose an object in a list is to 
click it, but if you move to 
another object and [shiftl+click, 
you will (usually) have 
selected these two objects and 
all those in between. 
[CTRL]+click is useful too: it 
adds what you've selected to 
the current selected range. 





With judicious use of [CTRL] and 
[shift] alongside the mouse, you 
can make multiple selections (if 
allowed) in lots of places within 
Windows and on the Internet. 


Windows Discover a 


now, I've never received anything on 
it. In short, it’s been sitting there, 
dormant, in reserve for future use. I 
don't understand how it could get 
into the wild. What could have 
happened and is there any way that 
we can redress the balance? 

Mike Arnold. 


If you haven't told anyone about 

it other than your ISP (who will 
have had to know in order for you to 
be able to use it) and your mail client, 
so the finger can only point in two 
likely directions. 

For it to be your ISP they would 
have had to share your confidential 
information with a third party. I'm sure 
they must have a company policy 
against this, with instant dismissal and 
possible criminal proceedings against 
any employee stupid enough to try it. 

Before you write an angry letter to 
your ISP however, we should consider 
the probability of it being a piece of 
spyware thats found its way into your 
computer while youte browsing. Having 
found its way into a privileged position 
on your machine, it can look at your 
address book and send a copy of it 
back to the spam list compiler. 

It was recently revealed that if a 
Microsoft IIS web server has been 
attacked in a certain way, with code 
having been planted, then Internet 
Explorer comes along with Scripts 


cool screensaver 


Active Desktop + 


Arrange [cons + 


Line Up Tcons 





Refresh 


Paste 
Paste Shortcut 


New 


Properties 


You've probably seen plenty of clever 
screensavers in your time, and even played 
around with one that allows you to key in a message 

or your name. Check out this little gem, included as 


standard with Windows, which we've 


documented. On an empty bit of background, right- 


TOP TIP 


If you have something to memorise, or need a 
small reminder of program controls, why not 
make a BMP image and make it the wallpaper 
for your desktop? The periodic table of elements 
behind his working windows is just what 
Johnny needs if he hopes to do well in the 
Chemistry test next month! 


enabled, a trojan (which can include a 
keylogger or other spyware, possibly 
in the form of a Browser Helper Object 
(BHO) can be loaded onto your 
machine without your knowledge. 
CERT (the U.S. Computer Emergency 
Readiness Team) recommends that 
end users disable JavaScript unless it’s 
absolutely necessary. 

As you suggest in your email, one 
route that email addresses are 
harvested is via mail list compilers 
randomly visiting websites. Effectively, 
they spider the web, following hotlinks 
in web pages, collecting every anchor 
tag that contains a ‘mailto:’, or, 
increasingly, looking for ‘@’s or even 
‘(at's on web pages. One condition 
that mail servers must follow 
(although perhaps not enough of 
them) is that if more than a certain 
percentage of mail is bounced, that 
particular mail server will be placed 
on a blacklist and anything from it will 
be bounced automatically. In an 
attempt to get their percentages of 
non-bouncing, non-spam up, they 
send us increasing amounts of empty 
messages which, of course, dont 
contain spam. 

Taking this into account, there are 
a couple of ways of fighting back: 


a Improve the effectiveness of spam 
filtering. Instead of filtering out the 
Spam, use an opt-in process such as 








never seen 


click, select Properties, then press [Enter]. 
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Activate the Screen Saver tab, and change the 

screensaver to ‘3D Flying Objects’. Now click on 
Settings and in the settings dialog, move the 
Resolution and Size bars to maximum and click on 
Texture. Navigate to a BMP you've prepared with your 
name or logo, and press [Enter]. 








the one we mentioned in HelpDesk a 
few months ago. This involves having 
what is effectively a password 
included in the subject line. Without it, 
the mail goes straight in the trash. 


b Increase the number of bounces a 
Spammer creates. If you have a 
website, you can make your own 
honey pot for spambots. A honey pot 
is a device for keeping hackers 
occupied while you contact the 
authorities, but you can use one to 
feed the spambot many thousands of 
false email addresses! 

With the Internet being iconoclastic 
(the big corporations such as IBM, HP 
and Microsoft all have 32-bit IP 
addresses in exactly the same way 
Joe Bloggs does when he goes 
online), a spambot's not going to be 
able to tell the difference between a 
small site full of thousands of valid- 
looking, but false email addresses and 
a real one. As far as it can tell, it's 
having a lucky day! 

When these fictitious addresses are 
fed into the spam system, there are so 
many bounces that spam servers just 
get clogged up, which is effectively a 
denial of service attack in reverse, as 
all the servers the spam server sends 
to are also flooded. 

There are details on this months 
SuperDisc of how to create your own 
spambot honey pot. 





When you click OK to end the set-up, you'll have 
completed the task. When the screensaver is 
activated, it'll appear as a flag made from your name 
or logo gently flapping in a virtual Caribbean breeze. 





Windows 98/Windows Me 


Planning ahead 


Thank you, Carl Fizeau, who sent in 
this worthwhile tip... 

Some administrators love to cripple 
disk speed on machines when there’s 
really no good reason to (they're just 
mean). To fight back against this, you 
should load up the System Properties 
page (you can also right-click on My 
Computer and select Properties, or just 
key [FLAG]+[Break]. 


WINDOWS 98 
Try and catch me! 


Back in earlier versions of 

Windows, | remember a 
program that would take you 
instantly out of Windows with no 
waiting around to close things. | can't 
remember exactly when, but I think 
it was on a SuperDisc. Can it be 
resurrected? Sometimes | think it 
would still be useful, even if it risks 
losing files left open. 
Grant Smith 


It can still be done and its best 

accomplished directly by 
executing the DLL that supplies the 
function in the first place. 

To begin, right-click on a bare patch 
of your desktop, and select New, then 
Shortcut. Now enter the following 
command (without the braces, and on 
a single line) in the dialog box: 


[C:\WINDOWS\RUNDLL32.EXE user. 
ExitWindows] 


Be sure to key it exactly like this 
because the DLL interface is case- 
sensitive. Note that theres only one 
Space, just after the EXE. When you've 
finished, you'll be given the opportunity 
to name it. We think BUG-OUT is 


Windows XP Image contact sheets 


ICANDOS?7. IPG - Wiedews Picture and Fax Viewer 








and select Print. 


In the last issue, we created an online photo 
gallery using Linux, which could then be printed 
out as a contact sheet. In Windows XP, you can print a 
contact sheet, or even larger images, using one of the 
many available wizards. Simply highlight the files you 
want, right-click and select ‘Preview’. Next, right-click 


Select the Performances tab and, 
within that, the Hard Disk tab. If the 
Read-Ahead Optimisation pointer’s not 
on Full, drag it right (to Full) and click on 
the Apply button. You'll have to reboot 
to get it to work, but aside from when 
you experience some pretty serious 
errors, there’s little reason for hobbling 
the system's read-ahead strategy for 
hard disks. M 
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Looking at the traffic from your modem will 
reveal several servers querying IP addresses 


— in this example, at just over 30 per second. 


Strangely appropriate! After that, you 
can (and should) find or create an icon 
appropriate to the purpose. If youre 
anything like me, creating the icon is 
half the fun! When you have the ICO 
you want, right-click on the new 
shortcut, select the Shortcut tab and 
click on Change Icon. If you dont have 
the tools to create an icon, Windows 
will provide access to a small library of 
images you can choose from. 


INTERNET 
Broadband gone mad 


I'm now online with broadband 

and I'm impressed with the 
extra speed it gives me. However, 
even though I've taken the trouble to 
activate the Windows XP firewall, I'm 
concerned that the light on the 
modem flashes continuously. The 


fe Photo Printing Wired 


Pehme Selection 


choice using checkboxes. 
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The wizard opens up and you can now select 

the ones you're interested in. When you were in 
Windows Explorer, you could have selected files 
easily, based upon any of the column filters such as 
file name, date, size and so on. The ones you selected 
are shown here. This is where you can fine-tune your 


HELPDESK 


File System P 


Hard Disk | Rioppy Disk | CD-ROM | Removable Disk | Troubleshooting | 


Windows uses these settings to optimize performance of the hard 
= | disk drives attached to your computer. 


Settings 





Typical role of this computer: Desktop computer 


Bead-ahead optimization: None a. 
Windows will automatically read ahead when programs request data 


sequentially in increments of up to 64 kilobytes. 


Absorb some of 
your processor's 
power while 
you're at it, and 
make it plan 
ahead for 
potential speed. 











The photograph of this delightful 
little creature seems a good start 
for designing a desktop icon for 
our little RUNDLL32 function, 
which we'll call BUG-OUT. 


computer is switched off when I'm 
not using it, as a precautionary 
measure. Could it be somebody 
trying to attack my computer? 
Darren Lamb 


First of all, you've done the wise 

thing by activating the firewall. 
Even though the XP firewall isn’t highly 
rated, its substantially better than 
leaving it turned off. This is something 
Windows XP Service Pack 2 should see 
an end to, to some extent. 

Another thing about broadband is 
that youre on the Internet for real, with 
people able to query any port on your 
machine from anywhere on the planet 
in an instant. So, defending yourself mp 
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Finally, select the type of print you want. Here, 

we've chosen a contact that prints out 35 
images on a sheet. If you have a large library of 
high quality stock images (perhaps on CD-ROM or 
DVD-ROM) and you need to be able to select from 
them quickly and without a computer, printouts like 
this are invaluable. 
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not to use ‘toys’ 
like this in 
Windows 98 but 
we came across no 
particular problems 
with this one. 
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WINDOWS 











Simplicity itself (usually) allows 
you to take a look at the 
programming efforts of the gurus. 


Going to the source 
Puzzled how they achieved 
this effect with a simple 
markup language? If you have 
a Windows keyboard, with the 
Windows Flag keys mixed in 
with [Shift], [Alt] and [CTRL], 
you may be curious about the 
little graphic on the right side 
of the board between [FLAG] 
and [CTRL]. This key is meant 
to draw down the context 
menu of the current focus. 
[SHIFT]+[F10] should do the 
same, and right-click will 
produce a similar menu. If you 
do this on a page displayed on 
the Internet and select View 
Source, you'll see a new 
window with Notepad showing 
you its HTML. This is a good 
way to learn coding techniques 
and tricks. 


This is just the use for Notepad: 
brief jottings that remind you why 
you bothered to download a file. 


£hhex_ setup.exe 


cue | 
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by using some sort of perimeter fence 
is a must. However, in between your 
modem and the rest of the world are a 
number of gateways, and servers that 
provide a DHCP service (among other 
things). These make sure resources 
such as IP addresses and so on are 
allocated in a responsible manner. 

The problem is, these servers like to 
check up whos still online, where they 
are, and so on. One type of traffic 
they'll send out is ARP packets. In the 
screenshot, you can see that ARP 
packets are rendered by Ethereal in the 
form of: ‘who has s.t.u.v, tell wx.yz’. The 
IP addresses of the intended recipient 
of this information are confirmed as the 
ISP's gateways. If you've run PacketMon 
in Windows, you can check this out for 
yourself by opening up a DOS box and 
typing: ‘nslookup w.x.yz’, where WX.yZ 
is the IP address of the intended 
recipient. If you've run Ethereal and 
youre using Linux, you can open up a 
BASH shell and type: ‘host wx.yz’ with 
the same results. 

Of course, just because theres a 
legitimate reason doesn't mean it 
isn't a worm. 


DLL OF A LIFETIME? 
Dynamic and essential 


H Judson asks why DLLs are 
important and what they're 

actually doing. He's experienced 

a fairly common problem in that 
after installing a new program 
suite, another (unrelated) program 
suddenly stopped working properly. 


Windows 
Getting rid of CAPS LOCK! 


Are you tired of accidentally brushing the 
caps lock key only to find a sentence or so 
later that you've keyed all capital letters 
(except the first in each word, of course)? 
You can correct this problem easily. 
Several modern keyboards come with 
a program that enables many things, 
including the option to disable (kill) the 
key. You'll find this in the Control Panel 


Æ Microsoft Syst 
File Edit View Tools Help 
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and by right-clicking on the Keyboard icon. 

There's a similar program built into the 
Windows XP system (and of course NT), 
and Microsoft offers a key remapper 
among the Windows 95 Kernel Toys that 
you can download from: http://www. 
microsoft.com/windows95/downloads/ 
contents/wutoys/w95kerneltoy/ 
default.asp F 
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TACE G | System Information 


+- Hardware Resour | Microsoft Windows 98 4.10.2222 A 


+- Components 


Normal mode 


#) Applications 
Bristol Robotics 


Clean install using Full OEM CD /T:C:\WININSTO.400 /SrcDi 
+- Software Environi| IE 5 6.0.2800.1106 
#) Internet Explorer | Uptime: 0:02:13:07 


GenuinelIntel x86 Family 15 Model 2 Stepping 4 


512MB RAM 


31% system resources free 

Windows-managed swap file on drive C (57825MB free) 
Available space on drive C: 57825MB of 76297MB (FAT32) 
Available space on drive D: 75807MB of 76297MB (FAT32) 
Available space on drive E: 28MB of 30MB (FAT) 


ik 


For Help, press F1 





Current System Information 


It’s worth knowing a little bit about the DLLs on your system by running System 
Information in System Tools, and keeping your knowledge up-to-date. 


DLL stands for Dynamic Link Library. Each 
DLL is effectively a small library of 
routines, usually grouped so that similar 
functions are in the same DLL. 

Windows Programmers dont create 
code for every little task performed by 
their programs. That would be a waste of 
effort; a bit like reinventing the wheel. It 
may also lead to confusion, with each 
program doing the same thing but in 
slightly different ways. Sure enough, 
inconsistencies would arise. Some tasks, 
like use of hardware and memory 
resources, need to be controlled 
centrally so that all programs get an 
appropriate share. 

Your Windows system consists of its 
core, programs, DLLs and resources (time, 


memory and devices). The core consists 
of three programs, which you'll see in 
the Windows folder as: GDl.exe, USER.exe 
and KRNL386.exe. The last program, the 
‘kernel’, is in charge and sits in control 

of everything. 

DLLs usually reside on your hard disk. 
If no currently active program needs the 
services within a particular DLL, theres 
no reason for it to take up memory 
space. When a program is loaded into 
memory, it tells the system which DLLs 
it might use, and the system will ensure 
theyre loaded. 

Microsoft created many DLLs, some 
of which are used by the trinity of 
resident programs (GDI, USER and 
KRNL386) but many are there for use by 


INTERNET Memory like a goldfish? Try using Notepad to help you remember... 


Most of us download program 
installation files from time to time. 
As a rule, they have little to identify 
themselves at a later date, when you 
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monitor tester| 


get around to try out the new software. 
“What is ]Q406.EXE and why did | 
think it might be worthwhile?” you may 
ask yourself. It’s this sort of confusion 
that led us to keeping 
a little TXT file, 
created and 
maintained by 
Notepad, in our 
download directories. 
Don't forget that you'll 
find it less 
bothersome to 
separate work from 


research, news, and games, so more 
than one download directory is a good 
idea. As a file is being downloaded and 
before its name and purpose become 
fleeting memories, call up Notepad and 
jot down the name of the file and what 
you expect from it. 

Remember to make provision for 
calling up Notepad with a single button 
or keystroke, so that it doesn’t become 
a chore. And don't forget the little trick 
(see HelpDesk in recent issues) that 
logs the date and time with the note 
automatically. m 


Windows a bigger, better doodling pad? 


Notepad is always in our thoughts, and 
we like to promote its usefulness for 
jotting notes you might want to save, 
such as those programs you've 
installed lately. 

Its big brother, Wordpad, isn’t quite so 
handy in some respects yet it’s an 
alternative we like to use when dealing 
with graphics. It records information in 
Real Text Format (RTF), so you can 
employ different fonts and colours, and 


programs written outside of Microsoft. 
Windows Users can also build their own 
DLLs, bespoke to their particular needs. 
For example, a company that has 
introduced a new storage device will craft 
a DLL to handle the specialised 
instructions relevant to that device. When 
theres no program loaded that needs to 
use that device, the DLL stays dormant, 
sitting on the disk but not in memory. 

Microsoft was very nice to let 
Windows users have access to all 
these functions within DLLs, but 
theres the potential for great confusion, 
if two users of routines in these shared 
DLLs dont agree with one another over 
their use. For instance, Microsoft has, 
on many occasions, changed some of 
the code in a DLL that inadvertently 
caused problems for existing programs. 

Defensively, several program 
vendors started including in their 
installation routines versions of a DLL 
that ‘worked’, as far as they were 
concerned. Depending on the order in 
which programs were installed, you 
might end up with a version of a DLL 
which is good for some programs, 
but not for all. 

In Windows 98, theres a way 
around the impasse of programs 
insisting on a particular version of a 
DLL. Instead of installing their DLLs into 
the Windows folder, they're installed in 
a different folder. So, even if two DLLs 
have the same name, conflicts should 
be avoided, so long as a program 
knows which version it needs. 

Additionally, many software 
vendors have developed their own 
group of DLLs, each of which may be 


CD-Ra burning issue 


Eric Taylor informs us of problems with 
failed CD burning sessions, and is 
curious as to what the solutions are. 
There are a number of things that can 
go wrong, some of which you can do 
something about. 

First of all, make sure your hardware 
works and that the optics are clean. If 
your burner is the type where the laser 
comes out of the body of the drive, and 
you mount the CD onto it, you can 
clean the lens directly (according to 
manufacturer's recommendations). 
Otherwise, use an approved lens 


graphic elements such as BMP. Notepad 
renders all text clipped into it as 
unformatted, and ignores pictures 
entirely. Wordpad also handles much 
longer files than Notepad. 

It's good to experiment with both 
programs, as there are advantages and 
disadvantages for each of them. 

Wordpad does what Notepad can, 
and much more, but at the cost of 
speed and convenience. m 


used by a variety of different programs. 

This makes the whole Windows 
environment a little confusing. The very 
best idea would be to keep a list of all 
DLLs in the system when it's first 
installed, and then to keep tally of 
changes (new DLL versions and bug 
fixes, as well as new ‘shared’ DLLs). If 
theres anything more troublesome than 
an INSTALL, its an UNINSTALL. Think 
about it: program X is installed along 
with its own dynamic linked library, 
PDLL. On another day, program Y is 
installed. It also uses PDLL (X and Y are 
perhaps from the same company, and 
they use a common library). One day, 
the user has finished with program X, 
so elects to uninstall it. The uninstall 
function may not be able to delete 
PDLL, precisely because another 
program has used it. 

After a period of months there are 
most likely to be several unnecessary 
DLLs on a system. Often, those copied 
into other folders during program 
installation are just duplicates of 
standard DLLs in the system, perhaps 
even with the same name. Potentially, 
shared DLLs sit idle on the hard disk 
because the last program that used 
them is not around anymore. 

Windows uses a technique to try 
and monitor shared DLLs but, 
unfortunately, it means each company 
responsible for a program must 
cooperate, or else it becomes a 
horrible mess. 

Its never too late to adopt a good 
practice, so why not resolve to begin 
taking note of your DLLs right now? 
Heres how... 


cleaner. Also make sure that the 
CDs you're using can run at the 
speed you are trying to burn them, 
as incompatibility can cause 
problems. 

With burning programs like Nero 
Burning ROM, there are options 
that help, such as ‘Determine 
maximum speed’ (make sure your 
hardware matches), ‘Simulation’ 
(check that there are no significant 
bottlenecks), and you can also ask 
it to verify the data. Failing this, 
you may need a new drive! E 
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cartoon of ay tue cate You have much greater 
flexibility with Wordpad. 
You can also format text 


and manipulate pictures. 
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1 The first step is to run MSINFO32.exe. 
It should be in your System Tools 
cascading folder (you reach it through 
Start) and it's called ‘System 
Information’. If you can't find it, click 
StartIRun and key MSINFO32.EXE before 
pressing [Enterl. 

2 Click on the Tools menu and select 
System File Checker. 

3 Now select ‘Scan for altered files’. 

A Don't hurry to [Start] just yet. Click on 
the button marked ‘Settings’ and 
activate the Search Criteria tab. 

5 Select C:\Windows\System from the 
folder pane in the top half of the dialog 
box, and select *.dll from the ‘files to 
check’ pane in the bottom half. Click OK. 
6 Now youre back to the Scan dialog 
itself. Click on [Start] and sit back with a 
cup of tea. 


Further Help 


If you need an updated driver, or help 
direct from a manufacturer, first check 
its website. A search engine should 
locate it — try www.google.com. 

A list of Internet addresses of 
many leading hardware and 
software manufacturers is published 
on the SuperDisc every month. See 
the HelpDesk page on the 
SuperDisc for details. 

Newsgroups are also a great 
source of help and advice. Your 
question may already have been 
answered, so before posting a 
message, search previous postings 
at http://groups.google.com/ 
advanced_group_search. And don't 
forget PC Plus’ own forums at 
http://forum.pcplus.co.uk. 


One by one, any corrupt or altered 

DLLs in the Windows\System folder will 
be made apparent, and options as 

to what you can do next are listed. 

Our advice is to be conservative and 
leave things as they are. When the 
jobs finished, you can view a log of 

all the results: click on Settings (again) 
and the View Log button. This will put 
the log into Notepad, where youve able 
to save and print whenever and 
wherever you like. This information will 
help you decide whether you want to 
reinstall things. 

This is a long process, but we 
suggest you put aside time once a 
week to do it. These logs will then 
accurately reflect changes to your 
system DLLs caused by recent 
installations. PCP 





Related files on SuperDisc 
See section: HelpDesk 
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Determine maximum speed @ 
Simulation 
Wi rite 


Finalize CD [No further writing possible! | 


Write Speed 





24y [3.600 KB/s] 


Don't ask the 
impossible or you 
could end up with 
a candidate for a 
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pcplushelpdesk @futurenet.co.uk 
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HelpDesk, PC Plus 
30 Monmouth Street 
Bath BAL 2BW 
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HELP US HELP YOU! 


We get thousands of emails each 
month, so please send your 
messages to the correct address. 
Email SuperDisc problems to 
pcplus.support@ futurenet.co.uk 


TV tuner problems 
can be corrected with 
a simple display 
properties setting. 








Simon Pickstock looks at floppy disks this month, as well as 


FLOPPY DISKS 


Your articles, some time ago, 
fired me up with a bit of 
enthusiasm to try Linux. | now have 

a dual-boot system (Windows XP 
Professional/SuSE 9.2 Professional) 
selected by GRUB. Everything is fine 
except that my scanner (a Visioneer 
One Touch 9020USB) is not 
supported in SuSE 9.2. I'm gradually 
getting to grips with many programs 
such as the GIMP but the changeover 
process is slow. 

Now to my question, which is so 
basic that | almost feel ashamed to 
ask. I have, for many years, kept all 
my correspondence on floppy disks 
and regularly back them up each 
time after use. Is it possible to copy 
one floppy disk to another in Linux 
using either BASH, Konqueror or any 
other method? 

John Yates, via email 


While there are advantages to the 

Linux way of handling floppy 
disks, if all you're looking to do is basic 
file copying, theres no doubt that the 
Linux way seems overly complicated 
and not too smart. This is compounded 
by the fact that practically every floppy 


Plug and Play Monitor and NVIDIA GeForce4 Ti 4400... [? |[X] 





E GeForce4 Ti 4400 | 
Monitor | 


| Color Management | 
General Adapter | 





Troubleshoot | 





Display 
If your screen resolution makes screen items too small to view 
comfortably, you can increase the DPI to compensate. To change 
font sizes only, click Cancel and go to the Appearance tab. 
BPI setting: 

Normal size (96 DPI) 


Normal size (96 dpi) 








Compatibility 

Some programs might not operate properly unless you restart the 
computer after changing display settings. 

After | change display settings: 

© Restart the computer before applying the new display settings 
©) Apply the new display settings without restarting 

O Ask me before applying the new display settings 


Some games and other programs must be run in 256-color mode. 
Learn more about running programs in 256-color mode. 
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disk you can buy comes pre-formatted 
for Windows OS. 

Your question isnt dumb but rather 
than give you a simple solution, we 
would encourage you to understand 
the differences and get to know how 
your floppy works in Linux. There are 
several online articles about this 
subject, and wed advise you to take a 
look at www.linux.org/lessons/ 
beginner/I13/lesson13c.html and 
www.aplawrence.com/Basics/ 
floppy.html. 


GRAPHICS CARD 


I've got a GeForce 4 graphics 

card with a TV Tuner and I'm 
running Windows Me. Whenever I try 
to watch the TV, or a DVD through my 
DVD drive, | run into problems. 
The software runs fine, but the 
video/TV footage only shows the 
first frame as a still image and then it 
just locks there. | can't find anything 
in the documentation that explains 
this. Can you help me sort it out? 
James Webster, via email 


This problem indicates that either 

the hardware or software uses 
video bus mastering and we'll need to 
enable it. The first thing to do is to get 
the latest Detonator drivers for your 
Nvidia graphics card, which you can 
download from Www.nvidia.com. 
After downloading and installing these, 
right-click your Desktop and select 
Properties|Settings tab|Advanced. Now 
select the Tab with the name of your 


mysterious motherboards and temperamental soundcards 


You can find 
information on old 
FIC motherboards at 
www.fic.com.tw 


graphics card model on it and select 
Additional Properties. Click the Overlay 
Controls tab. 

On the bottom, you'll see an option 
labelled ‘Click here if you are having 
problems with your TV tuner’ and then 
select ‘OK’. If the option is greyed out, 
run your TV Tuner/DVD software and go 
back into the Overlay Controls. Restart 
your computer once you've made the 
changes. When you restart, your TV 
tuner/DVD software should work 
correctly. 


MOTHERBOARD 


Can you help me? I have a 

motherboard that was removed 
from my PC when I upgraded it. It has 
an AMD K6 450MHz processor and I 
want to use it to build a PC for my 
wife. Unfortunately, | cannot identify 
it and neither can | remember the 
case connections, which are not 
marked in a conventional way. The 
board is about five years old and is 
marked with the number PA2013, and 
the place of manufacture is Korea. 
Chris, via email 


This is the FIC PA-2013 

motherboard. You can find more 
details, full specifications, technical 
support and the latest files for it at the 
FIC Web site (www.fic.com.tw). Just 
click the link for mainboards and then 
legacy and you'll see it listed. If anyone 
else is struggling to name a 
motherboard, we recommend popping 
along to www.motherboards.org. 


ay http://forum.pcplus.co.uk 


Here you'll find several tools to help 
you discover your board's identity. 


HARD DRIVE 


Advice I have received seems to 
differ on the best way to 

connect my extra drives, and some 
information I've not been able to find 
at all. The drives are connected to a 
Gigabyte GA 7VAXP ULTRA 
mainboard. My 80GB hard drive is 
connected as master on IDE 1. | also 
have a Lite-On 48x24x48 CD-RW drive 
and an internal Zip 250 connected to 
IDE 2. I also have a DVD drive (16x48) 
that | now want to connect. Please 
can you explain the best way to do 
this? There are IDE sockets 3&4 on 
this mainboard. Can these be used? 

A further point that | cannot find 
information on concerns the IDE 
cable itself. Most instructions suggest 
the end connector should be 
connected to the master device, but 
one set of instructions | have suggest 
that the middle connector should be 
connected to the master. Does it 
make any difference? One final point: 
if the slowest device on an IDE cable 
controls the speed of the other, is 
this only when the slower device is 
running, or all of the time? 
Mick Holly, via email 


You should connect the master 
drive on an IDE channel to the 
end of the cable, and the slave 
device to the middle of the cable. 
As to your set-up, we recommend 
connecting the DVD drive as your 
secondary master, your hard drive 
as your primary master, the CD drive 
as your primary slave and the Zip 
drive as your secondary slave. The 
third and fourth IDE connections 
are designed for use when operating 
a RAID set-up with additional 
hard drives. 

You can find details on this and all 
other elements of your motherboard 
by visiting the Gigabyte website at 
www.gigabyte.com.tw and 
searching for the product manual for 
your board. As to your final point, 
there can be performance 
degradation over the IDE channel 
when the two devices are in use at 
the same time. 





SOUND CARD 


| have a problem with my 

Hauppauge PCI-TV card. | have 
a Pentium 4 2.66GHz system, with 
512MB RAM, 80GB Samsung hard 
disk, GeForce 4 graphics card and a 
Creative Audigy soundcard. The 
system is running Windows XP 
Home Edition. 

The Hauppauge card appears to 
work fine, except for when | try to 
capture AVI files. These all appear to 
capture without any problem but when 
I play back the files, there's no audio. 
Can you help me resolve this, as video 
without audio is useless to me. 

Harry Laing, via email 


The problem lies not with your 

Hauppauge card, but with your 
soundcard set-up or audio settings. It’s 
the soundcard that captures the audio 
portion of your AVI files. The Win/TV 
capture application will enable you to 
capture both by syncing the Audio and 
Video together. However, it's the 
soundcard that will actually capture 
the sound. 

To resolve it, you need to make sure 
that the soundcards line-in mixer is set 
up to record audio. To check this, click 
Start |All Programs|Accessories| 
Entertainment!Volume Control. In the 
Windows Volume Control, go to Options 
|Properties|Recording Bullet. 

Below, you should see the mixers 
that are set to record and you need to 
make sure that the line-in is checked. 
Then click ‘OK’ but make sure it isn't 
muted first. 

Try to record some audio through 
the line-in jack using the Windows 
Sound Recorder. This program is also 
found in the Entertainment group on 


In some set-ups, it’s 
important to select 
your hard drive as 
primary master. 


the Start menu. If 
you can record 
audio using the 
Sound Recorder, you 
should be able to 
Capture audio with the capture program. 


CD-RW 


I'm looking to buy a new CD- 

RW drive and a friend told me 
to watch out, as many of the cheaper 
drives use CLV technology, which is 
inferior to CAV technology. Is this 
true? What does it mean and how 
can Í tell which drive uses which? 
Dean Halborough, via email 


There is some truth to this in that 

there are two different 
technologies. CLV stands for Constant 
Linear Velocity, which means that Data 
Transfer Rate (DTR) is constant. To hold 
a constant DIR, the rotation speed 
must change from high (at the inner 
side of the CD-ROM) to low (at the 
outer side of the CD-ROM). 

There are other drives that use CAV, 
or Constant Angular Velocity. With these, 
as the drive reads further to the outside 
of the CD, the data transfer rate will 
increase. Some drives switch between 
the two technologies, with the DIR 
accelerating via CAV initially, then 
switching to CLV when the maximum 
speed of the drive is reached. 

In practice, while theres a difference 
between them, you'll rarely find 
mention of it in manufacturers’ 
specifications, which will instead quote 
the maximum speed figure (something 
that is rarely achieved on any drive). 

CD-RW drives are quick these days, 
to the point where the gains in time 
from writing a CD by finding a slightly 
higher-performing drive shouldn't be 
the only factor in your decision making. 
Look at the bundled software and read 
reviews that detail information about 
the construction, compatibility and 
reliability of the drive. PCP 








Simon Pickstock 
simon.pickstock @futurenet.co.uk 


Simon’s meteoric rise in publishing 
continues as he assumes the helm 
on PC Answers and PC Upgrade. 

In his spare time... oh, no, he 
doesn’t have any spare time! 





If you can record using 
Windows Sound Recorder, you 
should be able to capture audio 
with other software. 
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FILES ON SUPERDISC 


Any files you need to 
complete this Masterclass 
are on this months 
SuperDisc 


The vertical look-up table is 
typical of spreadsheet functions 
with intermediate complexity. 


HA_Threads.s» 
File Edit View insert Format Tools Date Window Help 


c - OpenOffice.org 1.1.0 





This month, Paul Grosse shows how easy it is to get real results 
from even the simplest use of the humble spreadsheet 


SPREADSHEETS 


Taking the plunge 

Virtually every computer installation 
you're ever likely to buy will have a 
word processor; something that most 
people will already have some idea 
of how to use and be able to get 
reasonable results from without 
having to try too hard. Oh, and a 
spreadsheet. When you load a 
spreadsheet program for the first 
time, you can change which cell is 
highlighted by using the mouse or 
the cursors, and even type in a few 
numbers, yet it’s far from obvious 
how you can get them to do 
anything useful. Even the ready- 
made examples come with bells and 
whistles that are enough to put off 
any novice from attempting to make 
one of their own. This is why people 
largely avoid using them, opting 
instead for ready-made accounting 
packages. 


Basics 

IF you load up your spreadsheet, you 
will see that its comprised of an array 
of cells. Each cell is identified by a 
number and letter, ranging from Al in 
the top-left to ZZ8192 (or whatever) in 
the bottom-right. You can also 
reference cells in other sheets that are 
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part of the same workbook by 
extending this to: ‘A:D12’ or ‘Sheetl.D12’ 
as examples in Lotus and 
OpenOffice.org respectively. You can 
even reference cells in other 
spreadsheet files if you need to. 

Into a cell, as you've probably 
already found out, you can put 
numbers or strings of characters. 
However, it doesn't stop here. A 
spreadsheet can be used to link cells 
together by referencing them using 
simple formulae or special functions. 
Youre not limited to numbers either, as 
you can process strings as well. In fact, 
the visual nature of a spreadsheet turns 
it into a very powerful tool in the 
development stages of quite complex 
calculations. 

So, what's the best spreadsheet to 
use? | started on Abacus on the Sinclair 
QL and went onto Lotus 1-2-3 for DOS. 
In addition to the Windows version of 
Lotus 1-2-5, | now also use OpenOffice. 
orgs (000) spreadsheet which, unlike 
the rest, is ported to a number of 
different platforms that include Linux on 
Intel, PowerPC and Sparc, Solaris 2.6, 7 
and 8, Windows 95, 98, ME, 2000, NT, 
XP Free BSD, Irix and Mac OSX (X11). If 
you use network storage for your files, 
you can (as | do) work on a 
spreadsheet (or any of the OOo files) 
using a Linux machine, go to a 
Windows machine and carry on 
working, using not only the same file 
but also the same interface. 

Another useful feature is that many 
of them will import spreadsheets from 
other programs. So, if you move on to 
OOo Calc, you can still use your legacy 
Excel spreadsheets. 

In all, most spreadsheet programs 
are pretty much the same and the vast 
majority of functions youre likely to use 
will have the same basic names, 
although syntax might vary a little. For 
example, in Abacus, youd type: 
‘sum(D7:D15)’. In Lotus, youd type: 
‘@SUM(DZ.D15)’. And then, in 
OpenOffice.org, it's: ‘=SUM(D7:D15)’ 
With more complex functions, you 
might find that the order of some of 


the values you pass are different, but 
its fairly safe to say that once you've 
learned to use the functions on one 
program, you'll only need a few 
minutes and the occasional reference 
to the syntax guide to be able to use 
any spreadsheet. 


Functions with numbers 
While you can do a lot with ranges 
using ‘sum()’ (see boxout, bottom- 
right), ‘max()’, ‘min()’, ‘average(), 
‘median()’, and with single cells using 
‘oundup\()’, ‘rounddown(),, ‘logl)', ‘sin()’ 
and so on, there are many, more 
complex functions that simplify things 
and preclude you from having to 
reinvent the wheel. One group of these 
are the look-up functions that act like 
small databases, especially useful 
where the results do not relate 
linearly to the input variable, or are in 
a series of steps. In the associated 
screenshot (below left), you can see 
the function vlookup() being used to 
provide diameter and thread-pitch 
data about BA screw sizes. 

This has a series of columns with 
an index down the left side. In this 
example, the gauge number is used to 
look up the results in the other two 
columns. The input variable (magenta) 
is typed in by the user. In the two cells 
below it, there are two look-up 
functions, one for each value required. 
Each one specifies the search criterion 
that it collects from the cell E4. The 
database is in green and is specified 
next as D8 to F31. Finally, index: the 
column for outputting is specified (the 
first column is ‘l’). The contents of the 
cell below is the same except for a 
different index value. 

While it would be fairly easy for 
somebody to look up these figures 
themselves, the input cell (E3) could 
have a reference to another cell in it, 
perhaps relating to panel thickness and 
overlaps. Or, instead of BA screw sizes, 
it could be the impulse and burn- 
duration data for pyro-rocket motors or 
pipe pressure ratings and flange sizes 
for Nickel pipe-stock. 





ay http://forum.pcplus.co.uk 


Functions with strings 

String manipulation is fairly similar to 
that of the BASIC programming 
language, with favourites such as ‘left()’, 
‘mid()’, ‘right()’, ‘proper()’, ‘search()’ 
(better known in BASIC as ‘instr$’), 
‘trim()’ and even ‘ROT13()’ (Caesar smiles 
whilst Horst Feistel turns in his grave). 
These are alright for manipulating text 
that the user has input but there are 
also ways of generating text to appear 
on your spreadsheet. 

In the example in the boxout (below), 
we type in the month strings yet we 
could have a row of cells containing the 
numbers 92 to 45/7 — April to the 
following April inclusive. We can generate 
these by highlighting what we want to 
fill with data and then click on ‘Edit ‘Fil’ 
Series... and enter the numbers in the 
dialog box (Right, Date, Month, Start at 
92, Leave end value empty, Increment 
by 1) and click ‘OK’. Next, and with our 
range still highlighted, we click on 
‘Format | Cells...” and under the ‘Numbers’ 
tab in the format code, type ‘MMM and 
click on ‘OK’. Our cells now have Apr’ 
and the other three letter month names 
in them. 

This might seem a little long- 
winded yet youre building flexibility 
into your spreadsheet. If you need to 
send the spreadsheet to your offices in 
Finland, Indonesia and Brazil, the 
months will be set automatically to the 
appropriate local language. 





Paul Grosse 
paul.grosse @futurenet.co.uk 


Paul started computing back in the dark 
days of coding sheets and punched 
cards, and believes that there’s more to 
computing than rocket science. 





TRANSFERABLE SKILLS 


Spreadsheets are deceptively 
simple as there's not a great 
deal that changes over the 
years. You can add in graphics 
G editors and word processors if 





Lotus 1-2-3 97 





The basic functioning of spreadsheets hasn't changed much. You only need to know 


the syntax for any particular version. 


Conditional functions 

One particularly interesting area of 
spreadsheets is what would, in 
programming terms, be branching 
Statements. If.then..else statements in 
programming allow a program to take 
different courses of action according 
to some condition, but instead of 
going down a different program path, 
in a spreadsheet, different values 
based upon different formulae can 
be displayed. 

In a nutshell, the statement takes 
the form: =if(test; true_value; false_ 
value). The test can be anything from 
one cell being equal to another (such 
as A6=G8) to Boolean expressions like 


Double-entry books 


Pareto's Principle in action — doing almost everything with almost nothing 


You can do your double-entry book 
accounts using just one function. In 00o 
Calc, there are well over 300 functions, 
most of which you'll never use. Apart 
from those you use the most, it’s not 
worth bothering to learn the syntactic 
details of the others because the help 
will tell you what you need to know 
when you need it. In this example, we'll 
construct a spreadsheet that adds up 
your income and expenditure for a given 
tax year and we'll only use sum(). 

First of all, create a blank 
spreadsheet and put a title at the top 
so you know what it is when you print 
it out or look at it in future. It’s also a 
good idea to save the sheet at this 


stage, so that saving it while you're 
working will just be a matter of clicking 
on the save icon. 

Now, type in the ‘Income’ heading 
and then the months of the year along 
the rows, putting ‘Totals’ at the end. 
Next, put your related sources of income 
down the left followed by another 
‘Totals’ heading underneath. Repeat 
this for revenue and capital expenditure 
and then put your figures onto the 
sheet. 

You can now format the cells with 
monetary values in them by dragging the 
mouse across to highlight the area. Note 
that the sum for that area appears in the 
status bar at the bottom-right. Next, click 





you like but 1+1=2 and that 
ain't going to change. 

While the syntax of some of 
the more esoteric functions 
may vary between different 
products, almost all of the 
functions you're likely to use 
will be essentially the same — 
perhaps swapping the order of 
arguments passed or using a 
different separator. Once 
you've learned to use one 
spreadsheet, you'll only need 
to familiarise yourself with a 
few product-specific details 
before you can use the next 
one, as though you've used it 
for years. Files for 00o, 1-2-3 
and Excel are on the SuperDisc. 


AND(F6<=A3;D9>B/) and so on. If the 
expression is true, the value or results 
of the equation in the following 
section (true_value) is presented as the 
cell contents and if its false, the last 
section (false_value) is displayed in 
the same way. This has the effect of 
allowing you to introduce thresholds at 
which a process will undergo a 
transition such as hysteresis loops. 

As you can see, there is more 
to spreadsheets than making your 
bank account tally with your 
chequebook stubs. They can be 
used as a test ground for larger 
experiments before a commitment is 
made towards programming. PCP 


Fe TAANE es A viela äi 
on the format icons and the 
image of a pile of coins to put the 
default currency symbol there, 
and the decimal place icon to 
make the pennies appear. 

It’s now time to use a 
function. In OOo Calc, go to one 
of the row total cells and type: 
‘=sum(‘ (no quotes). Then, move 
the cursor, either with the cursor keys 
or the mouse to highlight the cells, 
pressing [Enter] when you've finished. 
Next, copy the cell using [Ctrl]+[C], 
highlight the area you want 
to copy it to and press [Ctrl]+[V] to 
paste. Repeat for the columns and it 
will all add up in an instant. & 





You can do almost everything 
using just one function. Here, 
annual accounts on 000 Calc 
running on Linux. 
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Plus 


We answer your letters 


WRITE IN 


Tell us what you think about 
companies and products in the IT 
industry, and give us your comments 
and suggestions regarding PC Plus 
email: peplus @ futurenet.co.uk 
Write to: 

Mailbox, PC Plus 

30 Monmouth Street 

Bath BAl 2BW 

Or fax: 01225 732 295 


HELP US HELP YOU! 


We get thousands of emails each 
month, so please send your 
messages to the correct address. 
Email SuperDisc problems to 
pcplus.support@futurenet.co.uk 


rorum | http://forum.pcplus.co.uk 


Microsoft's reveal _ | Microsoft word Help 











This issue: WordPerfect vs Microsoft Word, heat reflective 
windscreens vs GPS systems and Athlon vs Intel 


A rant revealed 

| must object to Huw Collingbournes 
reference (PC Plus 219 Rants and Raves) 
to “that weird ‘reveal codes’ window in 
which it displays all the formatting 
codes, which Microsoft Word has the 
decency to keep to itself” In reality, this 
feature is, for me and many of my 
friends, the one that puts WordPerfect 
ahead. When forced to work on Word 
documents written by others, I'm 
forever frustrated with unexplained 
reformatting. For example, when | take 
out the space between two 12pt Times 
New Roman paragraphs, everything 
suddenly becomes 10pt Arial. In 
WordPerfect, the offending formatting 
codes can be found and deleted. I've 
long wondered why Microsoft hasn't 
followed suit on this one. 

Alan Lewis 


I too have 
been struck with an imposed 
reformatting by Microsoft Word on a 
number of frustrating occasions. A 
quick search in the Help files of Word 
2000 revealed a half-hearted recourse 
by Microsoft (see screenshot below) 
but | have to agree it’s not nearly as 
useful as that found in WordPerfect. 
Still, like many office-bound workers, 
I'm forced to use the office suite 
selected by my company. If 
productivity continues to suffer, | may 
have to recommend an alternative to 
my IT procurement manager... 





codes option in |= ] 
Word 2000 does eo ae 
nothin gto all ay Contents | Answer wizard Index | 
our imposed Oe ae 
reformatting [reveal codes 
nightmares. 


2, Or choose keywords 


3, Choose a topic (1 found) 


View Format settings for a paragraph 
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View format settings for a paragraph 
1. Onthe Help menu, click What's This? 


. When the pointer becomes a question mark, click the text you 
want to check, 


æ] 3. When you finish checking your text, press ESC, 


Duis autem j eum iriure dolor in hendrerit 


in vulputate | it esse molestie consequat, vel 


illum dolore € Wgiat nulla facilisis at vero 





Paragraph Formatting 


Paragraph Style: Indent: Left 0.31" Flush left 
Direct: 


Font Formatting 
Paragraph Style: Font: Arial,7pt black English (US) 
Character Style: 
Direct: 














Additional resources 
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Word Perfects Reveal Codes 


Jes 9-4-\e Re A: 


l EET.. i, a 
sons, nna 


Word Perfect has, according to your point of view, either a wonderfully 


useful Reveal Codes window which shows you all | oe 
or and ‘Para Style’ which orher word processor 


such as ‘Bold’, * 


keep to themselves, or a very messy user interface which doesn't even let 
you edit the same document in.twe normal editing windows! 


You dedide- 





rupi leet. Te LOS ee | 


Can MT Conder ted E TE 
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For some, WordPerfect's ‘reveal codes’ feature is a godsend and a refreshing alternative to 
Microsoft Word's idiosyncrasies, although Huw Collingbourne is no fan. 


Reviews guarantee 
Having bought the August issue of PC 
Plus to read the All-In PCs’ Lab Test, | 
went online to check out some of the 
systems further, and was 
disappointed to find that Carrera, CCL, 
Evesham and Jal do not feature the 
submitted systems on their websites. 
If they do, they're extremely well 
hidden! 

Robert Cowtan 


Following your August article on 
All-In £999 deals’, purporting to 
include warranty, delivery and VAT, 

| have tried to buy on the Internet 
from the top three manufacturers in 
your Lab Test: Mesh, Carrera and 
Evesham. Neither the Mesh nor the 
Evesham sites acknowledge the 
product you tested; Carrera want 
extra for delivery and Works Suite 
2004, putting £85 onto the price. 
Have they made, or will they make, 
the offers you publicised for them 
before 2 August, as you said they 
had guaranteed? Or do you have to 
make phone calls to elicit them? Or 
(perish the thought) is it all just good 
copy? 

Drew Macleod 


We receive 
a few emails like this each month, 
so thought it best to clarify a number 
of queries. All manufacturers that 
submit a system for our group test 
guarantee that the system submitted 
will be sold as specified while that 
issue of the magazine is on sale. We 
allow for some component changes 
where stock shortages are beyond 
the control of the system builder, but 
only on a ‘better than original’ option. 
If any manufacturer doesn't honour 
this guarantee, they'll not receive 
editorial coverage in PC Plus until 
such time that we feel they return 
to more honourable practices. In a 
few instances, internal problems at 
companies have resulted in 
communication of PC Plus 
submissions not being received 
by the sales staff in a timely fashion. 
Also, some companies prefer to use 
microsites for detailing review 
systems, whereas others prefer to 
sell these only via telesales. In all 
cases, the systems as submitted 
have been available, just not 
obviously enough, which we're 
endeavouring to rectify as best 
we can. 


Your opinions count 


Tell us what you think about companies and products in the IT industry, 
and give us your comments and suggestions regarding PC Plus 


O pcplus.editor @futurenet.co.uk 


(F) Fax a printed letter to Mailbox - 01225 732295 


M~] Send a printed letter to: Mailbox, PC Plus, Future Publishing, 


30 Monmouth Street, Bath, BA1 2BW 
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Through the windscreen 
Your August issue (PC Plus 219) carried 
a Hardware Lab Test featuring GPS 
Kits, which | went straight to when 
your magazine popped through the 
door. | found this Lab Test an 
interesting read but, having been an 
iPAQ/GPS owner since 2002, your 
article missed two very important 
factors that other readers would need 
to consider if they're looking to 
purchase a GPS kit. 

| purchased my iPAQ 3850 when it 
was bundled with the original iNS (iPAQ 
Navigation System) and two problems 
immediately came to light. Firstly, no 
matter what | did, this GPS unit would 
not work when attached to my car 
windscreen and, secondly, when | did 
manage to get a signal, it took anything 
up to 10 minutes to get an initial fix on 
my current location. 

Your article gave the Editor's Choice 
award to the Navman ICN 630 v2, 
which | know wouldn't work as 
illustrated on the dashboard of my 
Peugeot 206. The reason for this is that 
Peugeot, and many other car 
manufacturers, put in heat-reflective 
windscreens to keep things cool in 
summer. However, heat-reflective 
windscreens also block GPS signals 
and prevent dashboard- or 
windscreen-mounted devices from 
working properly unless an external 
wired antenna is also fitted. My original 
problem was overcome by mounting 
my GPS device on the side window, as 
my hardware didn't accommodate an 
external antenna. When | wanted to 
wind down my window, off came the 
iPAQ and GPS unit and there went my 
signal! Today, I'm using the same iPAQ 
with a Bluetooth Sleeve and a 
Globalsat 308 GPS Unit that comes with 
an external antenna, and | can now 
have my IPAQ positioned discreetly on 
my windscreen, communicating via 
Bluetooth. With this new hardware 
comes a better TTF (Time To Fix) — 
measured in seconds as opposed to 
minutes — so when starting out or 
emerging from a tunnel, the device 
quickly re-establishes where it is and 
gets on with the directions. 

I'm seriously impressed with the 
iPAQ Navigation system running either 
TomTom or CoPilot software. Each 
title has its benefits but, given that 











Athlon 64 or Pentium 4? 


| want to purchase a new PC but Im 
confused as to which way | should 
go: AMD or Intel? Everyone seems 
to go on about the fact that the 
latest AMD processors are 64-bit and 
still run 32-bit programmes, making 
them ‘future-proof’. The Intel 
processors, as far as | understand it, 
are still 32-bit. Does this mean that if 
| dont want to replace my system 
again within the next four years or 
so, I'll have to go with AMD's 
offerings? 

Perhaps I've missed out on 
something that everyone else 
hasnt, as | cant find advice 
anywhere on the Internet or in 
magazines as to which | should buy, 
and the pros and cons of each. I'm 
also struggling to find benchmarks 
to compare the different CPUs to 
help me decide. 

I'm also aware of the AMD 
Athlon 64 FX and the Pentium 4 
Extreme processors, which only 
adds to my confusion. If you could 
help me, Id be very grateful. | would 
use the new PC for video editing, 
games, photos, Internet and 
educational use (writing essays, 
presentations, and so on). 

My present PC gets a lot of use 
for different things and, as Im 
disabled and completely bed-ridden, 
its my only way of ‘accessing’, for 
want of a better word, the outside 
world. It's vitally important that | 
make the correct choice of processor 
that will be most suitable for my 
present and future needs. 

Mike Armstrong 


I'm sorry to say that the question 
you raise does not have a 
straightforward answer. 

If you choose the latest and 
greatest 64-bit processor from 
AMD, you'll only get 64-bit 
processing in a 64-bit operating 
system environment. That said, 
tests have consistently shown 
(including those conducted by PC 
Plus) that even AMD's 32-bit 
operating mode performs better 
than Intel's current 32-bit 
processors on a like-for-like GHz 
rating. 

The 64-bit Windows XP OS 
from Microsoft for Extended 
Systems (the version intended 
for AMD's desktop 64-bit 
processor that Intel is now 
supporting) is due to be released 
towards the end of this year. 
Unfortunately, the current 
Microsoft strategy is to only ship 
it pre-installed, which means 
end-users in possession of a 64- 
bit AMD system prior to its 
release will not legally be able to 
obtain it. It’s possible that 
Microsoft is concerned with 
problematic user upgrade 
scenarios, aS you cannot simply 
upgrade an existing 32-bit OS to 
enable a full 64-bit environment. 
It must be totally dumped in 
favour of a new install. 

However, this will leave a 
large population of current 64-bit 
AMD processor owners — who 
believed they were possibly 


Win a fantastic set of Creative peripherals! 


PC Plus has teamed up with 
Creative Labs to offer the writer of 
each month’s Star Letter a fantastic 
set of peripherals worth £140. The 
winner will receive a Sound Blaster 
Audigy 2 NX USB 2.0 soundcard. 
This unique device features 24- 
bit/96KHz playback, and support for 


7.1 surround sound. The generosity 
doesn’t stop there, however. Pen our 


most interesting letter, and you'll also 


receive a superb Creative Webcam 


NX, which boasts resolutions of up to 


640x480, automatic exposure, and 
white balance control. So what are 
you waiting for? Get writing! 


‘future-proofed’ with their 
purchases — stuck with a system 
unable to realise its full 
potential. You could, of course, 
use other 64-bit OSes that are 
currently available but these are 
rarely supported by system 
vendors, and we have no 
evidence to suggest they're 
better overall systems than 
Windows, based on apps 
available, support, and so on. 
My own personal advice 
would be to go for the most 
advanced AMD processor that 
you can currently afford. The 
latest FX processor is very 
expensive right now but if you 
want as long a life as possible 
for your computer, spending high 
at this stage is really your only 
option. Then, when you get it, be 
sure to have a second hard disk 
and/or partition for all your apps 
and other data with a view to 
possibly reinstalling everything 
at a later stage. | say this as 
there'll always be ways to legally 
obtain the OEM version of 
Windows XP 64-bit Extended 
Systems (buying a cable bundled 
with the OS disc is one option). 
You can then either install on the 
separate partition and dual-boot 
to either the 32-bit OS that you 
know and love (for standard 
work), or use the 64-bit OS for 
more demanding multimedia 
apps or pure 64-bit optimised 
apps. You could also do a total 
reinstall yourself, of course... 
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As detailed in this month’s lead 
feature, starting page 112, some 
of the best things in life are free 
— and Apache's website hosting 

solution is one of the best. 


FROM THE FORUMS 


Why that mix CD 


THE DEBATE ON THE LACK OF FAIR USE IN THE UK 


LINUXUSER 

I believe this will bolster movements to provide open licenses or fairer 
licenses, similar to the Linspire ‘family’ license. Much happier with that 
than the Microsoft EULA. Similarly, some musicians may provide ‘personal 
licenses’ where you purchase the music for a fee and can MP3/0GG it, 
burn-to-CD, make a mix... 


MAD_RAVEN 

Surely if companies now have legal protection to use DRM in their 
products, they're going to push up the price of the end product higher and 
higher (due to constant development costs incurred by protecting their 
products, which get cracked before the latest version hits the shelves), 
therefore forcing people to seek out the cheaper illegal alternative. Surely 
the answer is to give two fingers to DRM and the Fat Cats and reduce the 
price of CDs and DVDs, making it a viable alternative. Anyway, the only 
way of stopping piracy is to give the people a better solution so they stop 
using the pirated material and use the kosher items instead. 


DAVIDWALLACEKILDARE 

Its going to have to work like this: software can only run on one CPU at 
a time (single license). Music will only be allowed to be listened to by 
one brain at a time. No matter what they come up with. The combined 
intelligence of the tech community is much smarter and it will always be 
gotten around. 


ANDREWDODD13 


Hmm...it mentions European rules... 


ESPADA 

Although it comes from Europe, it needs to be implemented by the British 
government. No matter what rules Europe throws at us they have to be 
agreed by Blaire et al. The buck stops there. 


CRIMMER 

I don't think that's true. While the government can stop any proposed 
directive over which it has a veto, by exercising that veto in the Council of 
Ministers, as an EU member state we're obliged to enact legislation that 
complies with any agreed directives. 


m http://forum.pcplus.co.uk 








HTTP SERVER PROJECT 


I've had to speak to ALK Customer 
Service at least three times for 
problems | shouldnt really have 
encountered, puts the Co-Pilot 
Software second to TomTom. | used 
TomTom software a couple of weeks 
ago while navigating around the Lake 
District, and was able to find small, 
twisty roads bringing me alongside the 
lakes that, otherwise, | would have 
missed. Despite the little glitches from 
time to time, | wouldn't leave home 
now without my IPAQ and GPS unit. 
Id be lost without them. 

Martin O'Connell 


Editor, lan Robson, replies: It 
seems that not all heat-reflective 
technology is the same. While 
Peugeot's windscreens feature 
aluminium-based heat-reflective 
coatings, which have an adverse 
affect on GPS signals, Saab’s design 
is more sophisticated. Our reviewer 
reinforced his Editor's Choice 
recommendation by stating that, 
not only did the Navman work 
perfectly well in his Saab 93, but 
also in a number of other vehicles. 
The only way to be sure is to ask 
the car and/or GPS manufacturer 
for a compatibility list. 


Good hosting 

Is it possible to host my own 
website on my own computer? Is 
there software available to do this 
and would it be reliable? Would | 
have to be connected to the net 
24/7? Are there any limitations and is 
it at wall practical? | have many other 
questions but I'm saving them, but 
please answer if you can. 

Owen McDonough 





Features Editor, Richard Cobbett, 
replies: Absolutely. The package 
you're looking for is called Apache 
and it's downloadable from www. 
apache.org. As for reliability, it's the 
software that handles just about 
every major website out there. 

And would you have to be 
connected to the net 24/7? Yes. 
Also, you'll have to either use an IP 
forwarding system or a static IP 
otherwise people won't be able to 
associate your domain name with 
your computer. You'll also need to 
make sure that your ISP doesn't have 
a problem with you using your 
connection like this. Is it practical? If 
you're planning to run the next 
Slashdot, probably not. If you just 
want a personal or hobby site, then 
there's no reason why not. If it's for 
business, you'll have to invest more 
money to make sure it's always 
available, and building in a back-up 
generator is always a good idea in 
the event of a power failure. 





Our GPS kit reviewer experienced no 
difficulties receiving signals through the 
particular type of heat reflective coating 
used on his Saab 93's windscreen. 
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We stop software piracy, 
provide secure licensing 
solutions and are mostly 
Human. Speak to our sales 
and support staff who can 
provide effective, proven 
solutions off the shelf. 


Contact us today, discuss your 
requirements and order a 
Free Developer Kit. 


Gai Tel 01823 352357 


PRESS "ONE" FOR SALES. 
PRESS TWO" IN A HOPE 
| LESS EFFORT TO GET 
TECHNICAL SUPPORT. 













| PRESS “ONE” FOR ANSWERS | 
TO QUESTIONS YOU DON'T 
| HAVE. PRESS “TWO” LF 

YOU'RE GULLIBLE AND 
OPTIMISTIC. 






JA Emall: SCOTTADAMS@AGL.COM 


Email sales@des.co.uk 
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Want to speak toa Human Being...? 


PRESS" TWO’ IF YOURE 
WILLING TO BUY 
SOMETHING JUST 50 
YOU CAN TALK TO A 


| HUMAN BEING... 


www.dilbert.com 
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www.des.co.uk 





This series 


> 130 sn 


3 BEGINNER 
No experience of audio 
editing software required 
































A soundcard, a 
microphone and Audacity 


Any files you ned to 
complete this Masterclass 
are on this month's 
SuperDisc 


O) 








The right effect can be the 
difference between amateur and 
professional sound. 
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AUDACITY 


Part Two 


Recording with 
Audacity 





Jono Bacon shows you how simple it is to set up your own 
home recording studio using the power of Audacity 


ast month we discussed how to take our first 
@ baby steps with Audacity and some existing 

audio files. This month we're going to turn 
Audacity into our own recording studio and begin using 
the software to record our proper audio. Armed with a 
simple microphone, your voice and Audacity, we'll begin 
to create some layered recordings and have fun playing 
with different recording techniques. When we've covered 
these simple concepts, you can unleash your creativity 
and build some interesting projects. 





El Before we begin recording First we need to get our 
microphone set up and the levels set correctly. You'll need to 
plug your mic into the microphone-in or line-in socket on 
your sound card. This connection is probably going to be a 
small headphone-type jack socket. Simple PC microphones 
often come with this type of jack, but more professional 
microphones often use the larger guitar lead-type Jacks or 
special three-pin XLR jacks. You can buy converters for many 
of these connections to connect to your soundcard, or you 
could use a cheap mixing-desk. 

With your mic plugged in, we now need to get a good 
audio level. Io do this you'll need to check your volume and 
gain settings for the mic/line-in jack and make some simple 
recordings. lo record in Audacity, just press the red record 
button and speak into the microphone. You'll probably need 
to adjust the volume settings for your operating system and 
tweak them to raise or decrease the volume. What you're 
aiming for is a good level with little or no distortion. You 
may have to perform a few initial test recordings to get a 
good audio balance. 


Choosing the right effects 


A Balancing the levels With our levels complete, were 
now ready to get started. Create a new project in Audacity 
and hit the red recording button. Wait a few moments and 
speak some words into the mic at a reasonable sound level. 
Try to keep talking into the microphone for about 30 seconds 
and finish the recording. You should now see the waveform 
that represents your recording in the main track area. 

With the recording complete, we should edit it to remove 
any irrelevant content, such as silence, noise and mistakes. 
These are commonly found at the beginning of a recording, 
just before you start speaking. You can clean things up by 
playing the audio until the main content that you want to 
keep begins, and by cutting out all the irrelevant sounds 
before that point. Do the same at the end of the recording 
while you've got your tools handy. 

When youre doing any kind of recording, its always a 
good idea to leave a few moments after you press the 
record button before you speak, and to leave a few 
moments before you stop the record button. This prevents 
gaps in the audio as the computer begins to record. 

With our first recording edited, we can now add another. 
We'll use this second recording in the final sound file that will 
eventually be produced in this Masterclass. 

We first want to mute our existing recording so it doesn't 
play while we record our new segment. Io do this, press the 
Mute button on the track. Next, start the new recording by 
pressing the red record button and begin speaking into the 
microphone. Again, you should keep talking for around 30 
seconds and edit out the audio you dont need at the 
beginning and end of the clip, to ensure there are no 
obvious gaps and long silences. 


Adding value to your recordings with bells and whistles 





Although we're not going to cover audio 
effects in Audacity until the next issue, 
we'll take a little time here to discuss 
the different effects that are commonly 
added to recordings, and how they 
affect the audio. This should give you a 
head start in listening for effects on 
your own CDs and on radio broadcasts. 
With any kind of audio, each effect is 
designed to achieve a single and clear 
objective. As an example, a common 
effect is delay, which adds echo to 
sound. This effect is typically used to 
soften instruments and voices. If you're 
recording a guitar in Audacity and the 
guitarist is playing a solo, when you 
add delay to the recording with a short 


delay period, the sound feels softer and 
more defined, in the same way that 
drop shadow adds depth to an image. 
One of the more common types of 
audio post production processing is 
compression. The aim of compression is 
to make the quiet parts of an audio clip 
louder, and louder parts quieter. With 
compression, you're able to add 
presence to the audio and provide 
balance, which is especially important 
when a number of different voices are 
being recorded. Male and female voices 
are noticeably different from one 
another, and people speak at different 
volumes. All variations of voice can be 


balanced and improved with compression. 


Before we resume the series next 
month, try listening for all the different 
effects present in the music you listen 
to at home. Try to listen specifically for 
interesting sounds and the clarity of the 
recording. The best way to make better 
recordings is by listening to existing 
material and trying to improve and learn 
from it. This should provide the 
inspiration you need to master your 
own recordings and take your 
knowledge to the next level. The sheer 
number of effects available for Audacity 
is sure to include most of the effects 
you'll hear from the professionals, and 
we'll begin to explore the selection in 
depth next month. E 


AUDACITY 








PCPlus Back Issues m 
; z ono bacon 
? 
Hales pee aa jono.bacon @futurenet.co.uk 


to order your back issue 


ad http://forum.pcplus.co.uk 


Jono Bacon is a freelance 
writer, consultant and 
developer specialising in free 
and open source software 











=J8j| Audacity is a flexible editor for creating simple audio 
projects. Not only can you edit individual audio clips but 
you can also unite them to form comprehensive projects. 





The Audacity website (http:// 
audacity.sourceforge.net) is 
always the best place to look 
for information on the editor, 
although there are a variety of 
tutorials and mailing 
discussions available on the 
Internet. A good mailing list to 
join for further help is the 
audacity-users list at http:// 
lists.sourceforge.net/lists/ 
listinfo/audacity-users. This 
contains plenty of users who 
discuss every facet of using 
the software. You'll 

also find loads of general 
information regarding sound 
engineering, and some 

great forums, at http:// 
homerecording.com/bbs/. 
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be heard. Adjust the volume of the track by using the 
gain slider to get the right volume while playing the 
track. You can also use the Envelope tool to create a 
series of different volume curves. This is handy if you 
want to adjust the level of the music to reflect 
different volume levels in the spoken clips. 

A particularly useful feature within Audacity is the 
ability to fade in and out of a clip. To do this, simply 
select the area to fade, and then select Fade In or 
Fade Out from the Effects menu. We'll be looking at 
effects in more detail next month. 


O Careful navigation When you're editing your 
project, its likely that you'll get to a point where you 
have lots of tracks and youve constantly scrolling 
backwards and forwards. If you click on the borders of each 
track, you can adjust the size of each track bar in Audacity, 
This system is quite flexible as you can resize a large number 
of tracks to be very small, and then resize individual tracks 
when you need to edit the main wave. This means youre 
not locked into a single size for each track in your project. 

While youte editing your project, its useful to bear in 
mind that you can undo your edits at each step. To make 
this a little easier, if you click on Edit/History, you can see a 
complete history of all the changes you've made in the 
current editing session. Inside this little window, you can 
click on the different entries to take the project back to that 
point in the session. This can make reverting to a previous 
part of your project far easier. Always remember that the 
history is only available for the current session and is not 
saved with your project. PCP 
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With both clips complete, we need to use the Time Shift 
tool to arrange our clips in the correct order. One of Audacity’s 
unfortunate limitations is that its not easy to move audio 
clips around on the same track. The only way to do this is to 
have a number of separate tracks with a different track for 
each audio clip. You can split clips to separate them out into 
different tracks by selecting a part of a clip and clicking on 
Edit/Split. 


E Finishing touches Our project now consists of some 
spoken audio clips, but we could really make use of some 
background music. To add this click on Project/Import Audio 
and select a suitable audio file. You'll see that the audio clip 
will be added as another track. You should now perform any 
cuts to remove unwanted audio. 
If the music is background, we'll need to make sure that 

the volume is low enough to be audible, yet loud enough to 


Next month, we'll conclude our 
Masterclass series by looking 
at the different effects we can 
sprinkle on our audio projects. 


Getting close Precise editing with i 
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First click on View/Fit In Window to view the 
entire wave in the Audacity window. Now use 
the Selection Tool to pinpoint the area you want to 
edit by playing the clip back to find the correct place. 
Once you've located the correct area to edit, use the 
zoom tool to expand the waveform, which will display 
more detail. 





Keep zooming into the area until you get to a 
zoom level where you can see the general 
chunks of audio as waves. Be careful not to zoom in 
too much otherwise you'll see the individual samples. 
This extreme level of zoom is not much use for 
general sound editing. You only really need to see the 
general peaks in the sound. 





You can now use the cutting tools to cut 

in between the peaks in the wave (the peaks 
represent sounds, so the gaps are silence). You can 
also use the Edit/Split tool to split off a selected area 
onto another track, and tinker with the Edit/Silence 
tool, which can be used to increase gaps in between 
the peaks in your wave. 
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FLASH GAMES PROGRAMMING 


Part Three 


Wrapping up 
the details 








Sham Bhangal digs into the code required to get our scenery up 
and running, and proves that walls can indeed have ears 


t's time to start bringing together all the pieces of 
Oo our Defender game. We've looked at the basics of 

ActionScript, added cool aliens and provided a 
thumping soundtrack for the background. This month, 
werfe creating a whole new world and setting up the final 


triggers we'll need to make our game playable. 





E Mouse-piloted spaceships The cursor controls both 
the players ship and the screen scrolling. The player's 
Spaceship picks up the cursor position and uses it as a ‘This 
Is Where | Need To Be’ position. If the cursor is placed at one 
of the extreme ends of the screen, the display will scroll. 
These areas are defined by cursorleftPos and cursorrightPos. 
The cursor follows the mouse because It's set up as a 
StartDrag. Note that the reason the players ship doesn't 
follow the mouse directly is that the cursor is range-limited, 
keeping it within the game area (the following line is in the 
MAIN PROGRAM section): 


cursor.startDrag(true, world.LEFTSCREEN, world. 
TOP, world.RIGHTSCREEN, world.BOTTOM) ; 
cursor.onEnterFrame = cursorController; 


The onEnterFrame for the cursor looks like this: 


Function cursorController() { 
If (this. x<this.leftPos) { 

If (-viewspeed<world.MAXSPEED) P 
ViewSpeed -= world.ACCELERATION; 
} 

} 


else if (this. x>this.rightPos) { 
if (viewSpeed<world.MAXSPEED) { 
viewSpeed += world.ACCELERATION; 


} 


else { 





It still needs a few final touches (including people to actually 
defend) but with what you have now, it shouldn’t be too much 
trouble to add to the code. 


viewSpeed = viewSpeed*0.9; 
} 
} 


A Adding the stars The star code is based on several 
setinterval events. Because we cant refer to the star clips via 
this, we have to work around it by ensuring we know the 
current star explicitly. We can do this by using an argument, 
[star], that refers to the current clip name: 


Function starController (star) { 
_root.world[star].x -= viewSpeed/4; 

if (_root.world[star] .x<world.LEFTSCREEN) { 
world. RIGHTSCREEN; 


_root.world[star] .y = world.top+Math. 
random () * ((world.BOTTOM-world.TOP) /2) ; 


} 


else if (_root.world[star] .x>world.RIGHTSCREEN) 


{ 


_root.world[star] .x = 


_root.world[star] .x = 


world. LEFTSCREEN; 
_root.world[star]. y = world.TOP+Math. 
random () * ((world.BOTTOM-world.TOP) /2) ; 
} 

} 


How do we set up this argument? We simply have a 
Separate setinterval for each star and use the star name 
as an argument: 


This [name+”interval”] = setInterval ( 
starController, updateRate, name); 


Theres one additional bit of cleverness at work here. 
Because wed rather hide the slow update of the stars, it's a 
good idea to ensure they dont all change position at once. 
To fix this, each interval is set at a different rate (500 
milliseconds +/- 250 milliseconds). If you watch the star field, 
you'll notice the stars all move at a slightly different speed — 
a function of these update rates. 


E Controlling the land Defender just wouldn't be 
Defender if we didnt include rolling terrain underneath our 
ship. This will move based on the current viewSpeed value, 
as with other elements such as the cursor. The clever bit is 
that you'll never run out of terrain to fly over! This is a matter 
of symbol design rather than code. The terrain repeats itself 
twice, as you'll see if you open it up in the library. But how 
does this help? As soon as the centre point comes out of the 
visible area, past one of the screen edges, all you have to do 
is adjust it so the centre point is now just hitting the other 
screen edge. Confused? It took us a while to work it out too! 

Heres a good way of thinking about it. Suppose the 
screenshot you see on this page has the terrain moving to 
the right. The centre point has just moved past the right 
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Learn the basics of retro game 
programming and you can quickly 
start to piece together how many 

classics actually really work. 


screen edge. lo make sure you don't run out 
of terrain, move the centre point so its now 
touching the left edge. The user won't notice 
hes viewing the other side of the terrain 
because the two halves are identical. This is 
totally sneaky, and an instance of the dont do 
anything you dont have to’ rule. There are all 
sorts of other complicated solutions to this 
problem, but the one weve shown here is by 
far the fastest. 

IF youre still perplexed and want to see this 
trick at work, view the game in a browser thats 
much wider than tt is tall. We havent hidden 
the off-screen terrain in the Flash file, so you 
can see whats going on in the parts that are 
normally out of sight. 

Now you know the trick, the terrain controller is easy. 
All it's doing is adding viewSpeed to the current x position 
to scroll it, and then moving the clip to the left or right 
edge of the screen as soon as it hits the right or left edge 
of the screen: 


TerrainController = function () { 


This. x -= viewSpeed; 
if (this. x<world.LEFTSCREEN) 
{ 


this. x += this.screenWidth; } 
else if (this.x>world.RIGHTSCREEN) 
{ 

this. x -= this.screenWidth; 

} 

}e 


EO Monitoring the world The next important thing we 
should add is a radar screen to give the player a view of the 
gameworld. This takes the database values that show where 
each alien is located, and updates one per frame — 
assuming that the alien in question is still alive! However, it 
also updates the players position, without fail, on every 
frame. As we've already discussed, this has to be done 
because it's the area of focus and the part the player will 
look at the most. 

The function starts by updating a value, ‘update’, 
between 1 and the maximum number of aliens: 


function radarController() { 
this.update++; 

if (this.update>world.MAXALIENS) { 
this.update=0; } 


This value is used as an index into the game database. 

To update the player's blip (remembering that the 
player's database entry is entry[0]), as long as their ship is 
still alive, we use the following single piece of code: 
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if (!database.shipDead [0] ) { 
this.blip. x = database.shipxX[0]/this. 
my.xScale; 

this.blip. y = database.shipY[0]/this. 
my.yScale; 

} 

} 


The alien code follows a very similar pattern. If the database 
entry for the current alien shows him as dead, we make the 
current blip invisible and mark its database entry to I am 
dead’. We also reduce the number of aliens by one, and if we 
find that there are no more to destroy, the game ends. If the 
alien isn't dead, its a simple matter of updating its radar blip: 


if (database.shipDead[this.update] ) { 
this [“blip”+this.update]. visible = false; 
database.shipDead[this.update] = W"; 
this.aliensRemaining-; 

if (this.aliensRemaining == 0) { 
gotoAndPlay (“playerWin” ) ; 

delete plasma.onMouseDown; 

} 

else { 

this [“blip”+this.update]. x = database. 
shipX [this.update] /this.my.xScale; 

this [“blip”+this.update]. y = database. 
shipX [this.update] /this.my.yScale; 


} 


G Finishing off There are a few functions in the main 
code listing for this game, but they'e really just basic Flash 
scripts, which you can view as and when you need to. The 
real magic of this game is the way it maintains performance 
by doing as little as possible. This is achieved partly from 
using stripped-down graphics and partly from using code 
that only updates elements where absolutely necessary. Of 
course, theres also the underhanded and tricky cheating in 
some of the code, such as faux collision detection. PCP 
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GIMP 


Part Three 


Getting creative with 
the designer's toolkit 





With extensions and plug-ins galore, Chris Schmidt looks at how 
the GIMP provides common options for the more creative user 


s we've already discovered during the opening 
O stages of this series, the open source GIMP has 

plenty to offer the average pixel pusher and, 
despite some initial installation problems (that we 
discussed last month) there's still more this free software 
can do. However, anyone using the GIMP for more 
creative purposes (with a view to printing) will quickly 
run into issues with the apparent lack of CMYK colour 
mode support, or being able to work with PostScript or 
the Adobe PDF format, both of which are popular options 
for final print projects. 





The first port of call for any designer creating a new 
document is the New Image dialog, which can be found 
in the File menu. From here, a designer will define their 
document's dimensions, resolution, colour modes and 
other project details. The major setback at this point is the 
omission of a CMYK option. RGB mode, commonly used 
for screen and photographic work, is available 

as IS grey-scale. 

The print designer's preferred mode of CMYK is nowhere 
to be seen, which throws up some problems when ensuring 
colour content is consistent from screen to print. Fortunately, 
there are plug-ins that cater for such requirements, though it 
may be necessary to work backwards by creating original 
artwork in RGB mode and then running the file through the 
separations that will ultimately convert the output into print- 
friendly CMYK. 


E Plug in additional colour We've included the 
necessary GIMP Separate plug-in on this months SuperDisc 
(separate _gimp20_win32.zip), and all you need to do to 
install it is copy the separate.exe file into C:\Program Files\ 
gimp-2.0\lib\gimp\2.0\plug-ins. 

When you restart the GIMP you'll be able to convert an 
image via the newly available Image|Separate option in the 


ec 


The New Image dialog provides a starting point for new designs, 
although the template palette offers common dimensions at the 
click of a button. 





interface. A frequent occurrence you may encounter as you 
establish your own installation of the GIMP is an error 
message alerting you of missing ICC profiles. Don’t worry! A 
quick Google search for Adobe ICC Profiles’ will provide you 
with the necessary files, while the GIMP's alert box will tell 
you where you should put them on your system. 

Once complete, the Separate plug-in will provide basic 
CMYK control by converting RGB images into individual CMYK 
layers. Using specified source and destination colour profiles, 
it saves a collection of layers as a CMYK TIFF proofs the 
image on the monitor and performs a duotone separation, 
reducing it to just those colours available with red and black 
inks. Unfortunately, it won't load CMYK TIFF files into 
individual layers, embed ICC profiles in the generated TIFF or 
perform the duotone effect on any colour other than red. 
However, its possible to get around this by saving it in the 
GIMP's native XCF format as well as the CMYK TIFF ensuring 
that all layers are preserved. 


E PostScript and PDF Another issue you'll come across 
is the lack of initial support for the print-popular PostScript 
and PDF formats. Print bureaus are encouraging the use of 
Adobes Portable Document Format (PDF) for submitting 
professional artwork, due mainly to the way embedded 
assets such as fonts are reliably incorporated into the files. 
Attempting to open such files with the GIMP will prompt yet 
another error message with vague references to something 
called GhostScript. 

This is yet another extension to the basic GIMP 
installation that acts as an interpreter for the PostScript and 
PDF formats. We've included the installation files for the 
current stable version of the software (8.14) on the SuperDisc 
(gs814w32.exe). It installs easily enough, although, again, you 
may encounter problems. Our ‘Exorcising GhostScript’ section 
will help you survive this process. 

With the extension in place, it becomes possible to open 
PS and PDF files — but export Is restricted only to PostScript 
for the time being. Another word of warning: when opening 
multi-page PDF documents, the GIMP will open individual 
pages as separate files, which will soon take over your 
desktop when you consider the ‘free-floating window’ 
approach to Interface layout that the Gimp employs. 


E Design basics Such plug-ins and additions illustrate 
just how flexible the GIMP can be, yet there are still many 
design features to be found in the base installation. This 
toolbar contains all the usual suspects, with contextual 
options becoming available on selection, so adding text 
requires that you select the corresponding tool and click on 
the canvas before being presented with a dialog box into 
which copy can be entered. With similarities to Paint Shop 
Pro, this method allows text to retain editable attributes and 
can be easily selected either by reselecting with the text 
tool or accessing the text layer directly, 





GIMP 
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Although the GIMP supports a variety of layer types, there 
are no adjustment layers that many designers have come to 
rely on. Luckily, its possible to add layer masks easily 
enough, and with a variety of Photoshop-equivalent 
blending modes, it's easy enough to get around this shortfall. 
Channels and Paths both have their own palettes, all 
available from the Dialogs menu, but if these elements are 
taking over your desktop, you'll find the Dialogs|Create New 
Dock listing useful into which you can access common 
palettes or drag your preferred combinations into place to 


keep interface clutter to a minimum. 


O Dedicated to design We mentioned the New Image 
dialog as being a regular starting point for any document, 
but the Templates palette offers an alternative method of 
defining base document dimensions. This will prove popular 
if you frequently need to create new documents at common 
sizes that cover screen resolutions and paper dimensions, 





as well as more specific functions such as web banners 


and PAL/NTSC screen dimensions. (And the unusual: 
we've still to figure out why anyone would want a toilet 


paper template!) 


Another feature new to the current version is the 
improved pen and paths support. Making use of Bézier 
handles is a vector principle that many Adobe Photoshop 
users find invaluable, yet it tends to frighten many bitmap 





The Pen tool allows more accurate shapes and selections to be 
made and, with the different modes, Paths don’t need to be such 
a mystery to bitmap designers. 


common uses for this tool is to create smooth selections 
around large and complex subjects. The Create Selection 


from Path button on the Path Option bar will quickly 


and dash patterns. 


native designers. In many ways, the GIMP method is much 


more intuitive, though you'll need to be aware of the 
different modes the Pen tool provides. Available from the 
Pen tools contextual options, the Design mode is the 
primary method for creating elements, while the Edit 
and Move modes allow for continued manipulation of 


existing elements. 


As with Photoshop, created paths are accessed via the 
dedicated palette, but you have more obvious methods of 
controlling paths once they're in place. One of the more 


create elements, while the Stroke Path button brings up 
another dialog box with comprehensive options on how 
to apply features like stroke width, cap and join styles 


H GIMP grooming By now, you'll have begun to 
appreciate the range of options the GIMP provides, though 
you may also be frustrated with its temperament. As with 
any software title, a trip to the Preferences section will help 
to alleviate common issues. Taking the time to explore will 


help you understand how the GIMP operates. And with a 


Exorcising GhostScript 


Having problems getting the GIMP to recognise PostScript and PDF files? 


We never said working with the GIMP 
would be plain sailing, as we painfully 
discovered during the first part of this 
series. The GhostScript extension we've 
made use of throughout these pages for 
working with PostScript and PDF 
documents could easily throw a few 
problems in our direction. For many, 
GhostScript installation will be a routine 
task and will extend the capabilities of 
the GIMP no end. For others, it'll present 
a fresh set of problems to deal with. 

If you're getting error messages when 
you attempt to open PS or PDF files, 
you'll probably see that it’s the GIMP 
not being able to find GhostScript. 
Digging around the application 


preferences doesn't return any results 
and neither does endlessly digging 
through the help files. It's classed as yet 
another of those officially unidentified 
errors! However, it can be rectified quite 
easily once you know how... 

Head over to the Control Panel and 
open the System option. Select the 
Advanced tab and hit the Environment 
Variables button at the foot of the tab. 
In the dialog that follows, scroll down 
the System Variables window until you 
find the Path option and hit the Edit 
button. The Variable Value may well be 
too long to comfortably view, so cut and 
paste it into a text file if you prefer. 

You'll now need to append the path 


greater understanding, you'll find creating new designs with 
the GIMP becomes a much more intuitive process. And you'll 
get better results in the long run. PCP 


to point at the GhostScript 
executable at the end of the path 
statement. With a routine 
installation, the default path is: 


C:\gs8.14\bin 


Add this to the existing path, 
making sure to complete the 
entry with a semi-colon. Paste 
the new value back into the Edit System 
Variable dialogue and OK the various 
options until you exit from the System 
Properties and return to the desktop. 
Quit and reload the GIMP and you 
should find that PS and PDF files open 
without any problems. E 





As we've already discovered 
in this series, the basic 
installation of the GIMP 2 
provides quite a few tools for 
working with your bitmap 
imagery. We've also 
discovered, through additional 
capabilities made available 
through the GhostScript and 
Separate options, more 
features that can be easily 
added to the program when 
necessary. Head over to the 
official GIMP plug-in registry 
(http://registry.gimp.org) and 
you'll find all you require to 
put your GIMP in its place. 


We begin a whole new 
Masterclass series. 





Ensuring the GIMP can open and 
recognise PostScript and PDF 
files may take some tinkering 
with your system. 
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Part Three 


Creating emergency 
boot disks 








If you hit [Enter] at the wrong time, your Linux box may end up 
unbootable. Paul Hudson shows you how to get back in control 


reviously, we've looked at how to back up your 
Q system to ensure that, if the worst happens, 

you'll at least have a recent copy of your data to 
fall back on. In the real world, a more likely situation is 
that while your data is still intact and ready to be used, 
your Linux install is unavailable. This could be because 
your LILO/GRUB bootloader has been overwritten by 
Windows, or because a virus has attacked your Master 
Boot Record. In this situation, you need to be able to get 
back to Linux to repair it, which means only one thing: 
emergency boot disks. 


| dont want to discourage you but, very often, the problem 
with back-ups is that no matter how hard you try to cover all 
bases, errors will occur where you least expect them to. 
Back-up your documents and it's your X Windows that stops 
working; back-up your documents and your X Windows and 
its your kernel that stops working; back-up everything on 
your hard disk and its your CPU that stops working! The only 
real back-up solution that's tried and trusted by people who 
really care about their back-ups is this: if it stays still long 
enough, back it up. Naturally you cant back-up your CPU 
(unless you have some serious cash burning a hole in your 
pocket!) but you can ensure you've done everything possible 
to keep your system safe: all your documents, all your 
programs and, most importantly, your bootloader. 


Boot what? For the most part, your bootloader is an 
insignificant program that does little more than flash by 
quickly before X Windows starts up. If this has been your 
sole experience with bootloader so far, congratulations: you're 
one of the lucky few! A bootloader is actually a complex 
application that starts up before Linux or Windows, so that 
you can choose which OS youd like to boot into. The two 
most popular bootloaders on Linux are LILO (used on 


Welcome to Mandrake Linux Rescue (10.0) Mar 3 2004 14:38:57 


Please choose... 
Please choose the desired action. 


Re-install Boot Loader 


<Alt-F1> for here, <AIlt-F3> to see the logs, <Alt-F4> for kernel msq 


Each distribution has its own specialist rescue tool. In this case, 
we're dealing with text-based Mandrake. 





Mandrake, SuSE and Debian) and GRUB (used on Red Hat 
Enterprise Linux, Fedora and some others), but they perform 
essentially the same job, and most distros let you use either. 
If you've ever tried to boot up your PC only to find a screen 
full of CFFFFFFFFFFFF FFF, you've experienced 
bootloader failure, which isn't pretty and is usually fatal 
unless youre prepared. 

| mention this because the first step to getting back into a 
broken Linux system is to have a bootloader elsewhere — 
either on CD or floppy disk — that you can rely on. Once 
youTe into a system, you have complete control and are able 
to fix any problems, which means the most important part is 
to get back into your machine. As usual with Linux, theres a 
variety of ways to take control. We'll cover all four here: using 
your distro installation CD, using a live CD, making a bootable 
floppy by hand, and using a root disk. 


Using your distro CD The easiest way to fix a fatal 
booting error is to use the first installation CD of your 
distribution. Most modern distros come with rescue 
functionality built-in, but they tend to do things differently, as 
I'll now explain... 

Using Fedora, insert the first CD of your installation set 
and when it comes to the boot prompt for the CD, type: 
‘Linux rescue’. This will load Linux from the CD and drop you 
into a root shell, where you can make a variety of changes to 
the system. By default, your system is mounted at ‘/mnt/ 
sysimage and you've a selection of programs ready to use 
from the CD. To reinstate your bootloader, you'll need to 
temporarily set your hard disk as the root directory, which is 
achieved by typing ‘chroot /mnt/sysimage’. That done, you'll 
have an almost normal system! To finish the job, you need 
to reinstall your bootloader by typing this command: ‘grub- 
install /dev/had’. You'll need to use a different command if 
hda isn't your hard disk. 


Bool, from Heerciclis & 
Installation 
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It's always best to try rescuing your system before going back to 
the basics, and here’s where you do it. 
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Mandrake is one of the easiest distributions around, and backing 
up is no exception. 


Using Mandrake, insert the first CD of your installation set 
and when it comes to the boot prompt, press F1 to go to text 
mode booting and type ‘rescue to get to the rescue system. 
In Mandrake, this is a graphical system that can reinstall the 
bootloader, restore Windows, or mount your partitions and 
provide a console. If you select ‘Reinstall Bootloader’, it'll 
scan your system for working Mandrake systems to restore 
and recreate the bootloader properly. You should be able to 
reboot straight away with a working system. 

Using SuSE, insert the first CD of your installation set and 
when it comes up with the graphical boot, scroll down to the 
option: ‘Rescue System’. It'll take some time to load because 
SuSE loads most of the system into RAM for fast operation, 
but once its done you'll see the prompt ‘Rescue login:’. Just 
type ‘root’ here and hit [Enter]. You'll be logged in without a 
password and given full control over the system. 


Root and boot 
The most GNU/Linux on one floppy disk... 





Using Debian, insert the first CD/floppy disk and at the 
boot prompt, type: ‘rescue root=/dev/hdal 3’. You'll need to 
change the hdal part to wherever the root partition of your 
hard disk is, and the 3 to the run level you want to go to. 


Using a live CD If your distro doesn’t have a rescue 
mode, if you installed from FTP or other remote media, or 
theres another reason you don't have installation media (lost, 
scratched, eaten by the dog, and so on), theres still hope. 
The next easiest way to get a working system up and 
running is through a live CD such as Knoppix or 
MandrakeMove. These are often given away as cover CDs, 
so if you don't have one of your own, its a good idea to 
check the last few back issues of PC Plus and you should 
find one there. Like rescue CDs, these boot directly into a 
working Linux system, but the difference is they always put 
your actual data into an isolated system away from danger. 
You'll need to mount your system by hand, use the chroot 
command (refer to Fedora instructions) to change to your 
actual hard disk, then reinstall your boot loader. Using GRUB, 
this is done as shown in the Fedora instructions, but LILO users 
need to type lilo’ as root. 


Creating a simple boot disk Most distros come with 
the excellent ‘mkbootdisk’ from Red Hat, which, though it's 
not as advanced as other alternatives, does a great job for 
most people. To make use of it, first switch to root with the 
command ‘su —' and enter your password. The next thing 
you should do is type: ‘ls /lib/modules’ and make a note of 
the output. Your kernel version will be in there and will look 
something like ‘2.6.3-4mdk’ if youte using Mandrake. The 
next command you should type is: ‘mkbootdisk [kernel 
version’. For example: ‘mkbootdisk 2.6.3-4mdk’. Once you've 
followed these instructions, you'll be prompted to insert a 
disk into your floppy drive, and it will go ahead and create 
the boot floppy. PCP 





Tom's Root and Boot 
www.toms.net/rb/ 

This is one of the best restore 
boot floppies available and is 
well worth looking into. 


Knoppix Linux Live CD 
www.knopper.net/knoppix/ 
index-en.html 

Knoppix is a comprehensive 
Linux live CD with great 
hardware detection and a 

full copy of KDE. 


Next month, we'll be looking 
at how to bring your system 
back from the grave should 
disaster strike... 
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For system recovery, a well-known tool 
to make use of is ‘tomsrtbt’, which 
stands for ‘Tom's floppy, which has a 
root file system and is also bootable’. 
Not only is it a bootable floppy that 
places you at a command prompt ready 
to go, it provides a great selection of 
admin tools to help you repair any 
problems. Grab the software and FAQ 
from www.toms.net/rb, and read 
through the FAQ thoroughly. It contains 
important tips to help you get started 
and explains how to get the disk image 
copied over to a floppy disk. It also 
comes with special tools that copy the 
image to a floppy, both for Windows 
users and existing Linux users. Be sure 


you pick the right system before starting 
to download! 

Please note that tomsrtbt requires a 
floppy drive capable of ‘over-writing’ to 
floppies, which means it tries to write a 
1.72MB image to a 1.44MB floppy. 
Although this is possible for most 
drives, some will simply not accept it. 
The FAQ contains a warning about this: 
“It's possible for an extended format to 
break a floppy drive, use tomsrtbt at 
your own risk.” For those who don't 
mind carrying around something a bit 
bigger than a floppy disk, there's a CD 
version available, containing the same 
stuff as the floppy version. This is 
clearly a good option for those 


RRR i 


without a floppy drive 
on their computer! 

If you experience 
problems with 
tomsrtbt, the best 
place to look for help 
is on the wiki (http:// 
not.toms.net/twiki/ 
bin/view/Tomsrtbt). 
It's compiled by a 
group of users, so it's 
practical and 
exhaustive and should answer most of 
your initial questions. If you still can't 
find answers, your best bet is to add 
your question to the wiki and let others 
chew it over for a while. I 





Tom's root and boot floppy 
provides a simple way of 
taking control of a wayward 
Linux box. 
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Some system 
administration experience 
will be helpful 
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A Linux system with 
two NICs 


Starting out with the latest Snort 
rules limits the number of false 
positives, and ensures that we 
catch more recent exploits. 


Snortorg Mozilla 


ADVANCED LINUX 


Part Four 


Short and deep- 
packet analysis 





David Coulson shows you how get your nose deep into packet 
analysis with Snort, the open source packet sniffer 


irewalls are great for securing a network. 

However, they fail to offer any protection to a 

service that exists on a port through which we 
permit traffic. If we're running a web server, we need to 
allow traffic to port 80, but this opens us up to both CGI 
or PHP exploits. Snort is an open source answer to this 
predicament and we're going to look at how to configure 
and manage a Snort installation. 


H Installing Snort libraries As nearly all distributions 
have a package that provides Snort, its usually best just to 
use the binaries rather than compile your own. Ensuring 
Snort starts up when the system boots up is, of course, an 
important consideration, and using the init.d scripts 
developed specifically for the distribution adds reliability. 

Debian users can simply ‘apt-get install snort’, which will 
install the Snort libraries and the snort process itself, which 
performs all the fun tasks! By default, Debian will 
automatically install the standard Snort rules when we install 
the program, avoiding the need to harvest rules from the 
outset. On initial installation, ‘dpkg’ will prompt us for the 
interface that Snort will listen on, as well as an address range 
(or block) that's considered local to the system. 


A Listening on Depending on the role of the host onto 
which we install Snort, we can either listen on a port that 
receives traffic from a span on an Ethernet switch, or on a 
port through which traffic is routed to, or from an inside 
network. In the case of a router, we can simply have Snort 
listen on the outside interface, so any and all traffic will pass 
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The Open Source Network Intrusion Detection System 


hosted by Sourcefire 





Snort Training 
From the masters of snort 


Looking for Snort training? 
How about learning from the 
masters, Sourcefire? 
Sourcefire is offering two 
training classes for Snort 
users, a two day class on 
Building and Operating Snort 
and a two day class on Snort 
Rules. 





If you are using a version older than 2.0.6, please upgrade. 
If you are using 2.0.*, please use snortrules-snapshot-2_0 rules. 
If you are using 2.1.*, please use snortrules-snapshot-2_1 rules. 


If you are using 2.2.*, please use snortrules-snapshot-2_2 rules. 


If you are using CURRENT, please use snortrules-snapshot-CURRENT rules. 
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through the Snort filters and rules. If were to listen on a span, 
we need a system with a spare NIC that we can use as a 
passive listening port. A span on a switch doesn't allow 
regular traffic to be routed over the span port, so we need 
one NIC port for the span and another for the standard traffic. 

Exactly how a span is configured depends upon the 
specific switch operating system, although it's simple to 
achieve with Cisco Catalyst switches. 

On a 2924XL, we can pick a port to be our span port and 
assign monitor ports to the span: 


interface FastEthernet0/1 
port monitor FastEthernet0/2 
port monitor FastEthernet0/3 


Configuring a span on a switch running CatOS, such as a 
5500 or 6500, is more complex. Essentially, you define one or 
more source ports and assign a destination port for the 
packets recieved and sent by the source ports. 


swl (enable) set span 
Usage: set span disable [dest mod/dest port|al1] 
set span <src mod/src ports...|srce vlans...|sc0> 
<dest mod/dest port>[rx|tx|both] 
[inpkts <enable|disable>] 
[learning <enable|disable>] 
[multicast <enable|disable>] 
[filter <vlans...>] 
[create] 
swl (enable) set span 6/1,6/3-5 6/2 
Port 6/2 
Port 6/1,6/3-5 
Port 6/1,6/3-5 


transmit/receive 


Destination : 
Admin Source : 
Oper Source : 
Direction : 


Incoming Packets: disabled 


m This file is used for options that are changed by Debian to leave 
# the original lib files untouched, 
# You have to use “dpkg-reconfigure snort” to change then, 


DEBT AN_SHORT_STARTUP="boot ” 


DEGIAN_SHORT_HOME_NET="287, 166, 190, BrT" 


DEBT AN_SNORT_OPTIONS="" 


DEBTAN_SNORT_INTERFACE="etht " 


DEBI AN_SHORT_STATS_RCPT= "root" 


DEBIAN _SNORT_STATS_TRESHOLD="1" 


“fetcfsnort snort, debian, conf” 18L, 3580 


Debian manages the Snort configuration through ‘snort.local. 
conf, which defines the interface we listen on, and the range of 
our network. 
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Learning : enabled 
Multicast : enabled 
Filter : - 

Status : active 


The example above would send all information from ports 
6/1, 6/3, 6/4 and 6/5 to port 6/2. We can also monitor all 
traffic to or from a specific VLAN, which occasionally proves 
useful. As we're generally only interested in Internet traffic, 
performing a span of a whole VLAN is not as effective as 
when we span from an ingress port, but it can be used to 
Spot trojans or malicious activity originating from the inside: 


swl (enable) set span 2,3 6/2 
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Destination : Port 6/2 

Admin Source : VLAN 2-3 The Snort website is a great resource that includes mailing lists 
Oper Source : Port 6/3-5,15/1 for keeping up-to-date with the latest developments. 
Direction : transmit/receive 

Incoming Packets: disabled the next stage is to check the switch and ensure the span is 
Learning : enabled configured appropriately and that traffic is seen on the ports 
Multicast : enabled were monitoring. 

Filter : - 

Status : active False positive alerts Once we have the span or 


You should be aware that the span has limited throughput, 
and if were monitoring seven or eight Fast Ethernet ports, we 
may reach the 100Mb limit quite easily. Putting some thought 
into exactly what needs to be spanned will massively reduce 
the load on the Snort box, as well as saturate our span 
without having to invest in Gb technology. 


Traffic control Before starting Snort, we can monitor 
traffic entering through our span using ‘tcpdump’ or ‘iptraf’. 


monitoring port set up, we can start to configure our Snort 
system, load it up and watch it go! The major elements to set 
up within the snort.conf file in ‘/etc/snort’ are the portscan 
ignore hosts, as well as the ‘HOME_NET’ entry. Each of these 
is used to limit the number of false postive alerts we'll see on 
Snort. We'll ignore port scans coming from internal hosts, and 
those that exist within our IP space. Often, port scans alerts 
are started by network monitoring tools that frequently ping 
hosts on the network, as well as by legitimate port scans 
Started within the network. 


Assuming theres actually traffic on the network, we should 


see a Selection of packets appearing from our span, 
indicating that its working correctly. If we don't see any data, 


Snort rules 


preprocessor portscan-ignorehosts: 
127.0.0.0/8 


As with a spam filter, Snort’s only as good as its rules 


Snort runs all the collected packets 
through a number of filters, each of 
which is specifically designed to spot a 
particular exploit or malicious data 
within the stream of data hitting Snort, 
as seen here: 


alert tcp SEXTERNAL NET any -> 
$HOME NET 53 (msg:”DNS zone 
transfer TCP”; flow: to 
server,established; content: 
“|00 00 FC|”; offset:15; 
reference:cve, CAN-1999-0532; 
reference: arachnids, 212; 
classtype:attempted-recon; 
sid:255; rev:8;) 
alert udp $EXTERNAL NET any -> 


is handled with the following rule: 
$HOME NET 53 (msg:”DNS zone 


transfer UDP”; content: “|00 alert tcp $EXTERNAL NET any -> 
00 FC|”; offset:14; reference: SHTTP SERVERS $HTTP_ PORTS 
cve,CAN-1999-0532; reference: (msg:”"WEB-IIS CodeRed v2 root. 
arachnids,212; classtype: exe access”; flow:to_ 
attempted-recon; sid:1948; E 


uricontent:”/root.exe”; 


rev:1;) 
nocase; classtype:web- 
. : ie application- 
Unlike a spam filter, each rule within PP 
attack; reference:url,www 


Snort is specific and particular in that 
it'll only ever hit a single exploit or 
attack. The first rule will be matched for 
any TCP zone transfer from a system on 
the local network. The rule is allocated 
an ‘ID’ of 255, which we can look-up on 
the Snort website. Good old ‘CodeRed’ 


cert.org/ 
advisories/CA-2001-19.html; 
sid:1256; 

rev:7;) 


For more, browse www.snort.org. 











David Coulson 
david.coulson@futurenet.co.uk 


David Coulson is a Linux 
consultant specialising in 
network architecture and 

system management 


Placement of an IDS (Intrusion 
Detection System) is very 
important, as a badly located 
IDS will yield a significantly 
higher number of alerts, or 
limit the number of alerts sent 
out by the system. Generally, 
an IDS should be placed 
between the firewall and the 
internal network. This ensures 
packets are blocked on the 
firewall and that they never hit 
the IDS, and all packets 
entering the internal network 
will be routed or bridged by a 
system running Snort. Of 
course, you can have Snort 
listen in on multiple interfaces, 
monitoring an internal and 
DMZ network separately. 
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You can obtain information on a 
specific threat through snort.org, 
indicating exactly why it was 
added to the database. 
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Bleeding Snort —" 
Need the latest and greatest Snort rules? Here's how! ee 


ee ere ee Eé — = ae 
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easily change a rule with a specific SID i ==“ 

from alert to drop. We can also define a masane 

list of rules we don't want updated, or TO 

others we think might break something! a 
Snort rules are updated quite 


http://oinkmaster.sourceforge.net/. 
This rather odd-sounding Perl script is 
executed from a cron job and will 
download the latest rules from the 
Snort site and load them into our 


As with SpamAssassin, Snort needs to 
have the most current rules so it can 
accurately match against the packets. 
An old rule can eat up CPU time on our 
Snort box, while a missed rule could 
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OinkMaster can be used to 


mean exploits and attacks go through 


without alerting anyone. 


The best tool to update Snort rules is 
‘OinkMaster’, which can be found at 


For systems where we want to 
manage attacks a little more 
activly, snort_inline (http:// 
snort-inline.sf.net) enables ip 
tables to block packets that 
enter snort filters. Snort_inline 
operates using the QUEUE 
target in iptables, rather than 
listening passively on a tap or 
span. Obviously, this means 
the system can only function 
inline on a router. However, by 
using the bridge-nf patches for 
the Linux kernel, we can 
configure a system with a pair 
of NICs in a bridged 
configuration and capture the 
packets. This enables the 
snort_inline system to operate 
without any modification of 
the existing infrastructure, as 
well as being completely 
transparent to both server and 
client, rather than blocking 
packets as it goes. 


Next month, we'll be starting a 
new series on email filtering, 
starting with SpamAssassin 





ACID is a great front-end to 
Snort, which will even make 
sense to an inexperienced 
security engineer. 


PCPlus 271 | October 2004 


current Snort system. 


A great advantage of OinkMaster is 
that it modifies rules very easily, and if 
were running snort_inline, we can 
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frequently through snort.org and 
bleedingsnort.com. Be careful however 
- one poorly written rule could fill your 
database with false positives. E 


automatically update both 
standard and BleedingSnort rules. 








Configuring a SPAN on a Cisco 
device is simple and avoids the 
need for Snort to be configured 





on a router or inline. 
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Monitor a Single Port with SPAH 


t1 


switch [enskle) set span B71 iyi 


Deeknbeieh > Port £79 
Admin Soorce Port Gy 

Oper Spuris : Pct 6/1 
Hicègttiih L amini t /Tacaiva 
Incoming Pesketa. dissbled 

Leaming | exabled 

fulepenst > emabled 

Filist - 

Siete . Botbive 


aibei feneble} 2000 Sep 05 H7 M-14 Are. 5 SPAM CPOSTATECHD : local span 


anasdih &etiwe for daatinafion pork 6/2 


Wn Thin Configuriion, mary pattel ceived of tèni by port BT t copied on port Be This ii Clearly described whan he configuritan ii 
énlend, To gel a suminar Gf Ine Cure SPAN conkguradion, just whe the Bw apah comme. 


wwaikeh [enehie) moy Fpa 
See Port wo 





TCP TTL:115 TOS:0x0 ID:60395 IpLen:20 
DgmLen:152 DF 
***kAP*** Seq: 0x236E1214 Ack: 
0x679B4820 Win: 

0x4470 TcpLen: 20 


[**] [121:4:1] Portscan detected from 
218.89.201.124 Talker (fixed: 30 
sliding: 30) 

Scanner (fixed: 0 sliding: 0) [**] 
07/18-16:45:55.501226 


207.166.203.128/26 207.166.198.0/27 10.0.0.0/8 


preprocessor portscan2-ignorehosts: 
207.166.203.128/26 207.166.198.0/27 10.0.0.0/8 
var HOME NET [207.166.203.128/26,207.166.198.0/ 


27] 


H Logging information We can load Snort up with ‘/etc/ 
init.d/snort start’, which will tell the daemon to start listening 
on whichever Ethernet port we originally pointed it at. 

Snort will log lots of useful things to ‘/var/log/snort’, 
including specific alerts and the actual packet contents that 
caused the alert. Within ‘/var/log/snort/alerts’, we'll see 


In the case of the first alert, theres a corresponding TCP 
packet in ‘/var/log/snort/snort.log’ that describes the packet 
that caused the alert: 


127.0.0.0/8 


œfAB^P<sedi8P“<}GET http://stopworksoon.com/ 
money/free-cash/index.php HTTP/1.0 

Host: 207.166.198.3 

Accept: */* 

Cneonction: Close 

Connection: Keep-Alive 


X-Forwarded-For: 203. 125.4. 157 


entries that look something like the following: 


[**] [119:13:1] 
DELIMITER [**] 

07/18-16:44:41.045973 

66.91.121.242:63614 -> 
207.166.198.3:80 


Snort reports 


(http inspect) NON-RFC HTTP 


The alert doesnt mean the packet was blocked, or any 
exploit was avoided, but it can be used to alert the system 
administrator to a potential hole on a system, or to a 
misconfiguration on the firewall or other edge security 
device. Just because an alert appears doesn't automatically 
mean that theres a problem, of course. PCP 


Being able to access the information is just as important as how Snort finds it 


The output from Snort can be somewhat 
cryptic for those who don't completely 
understand the intricacies of IP packets 
and the various processes that Snort 
goes through to analyse data. Using 
Snort's database extensions, we can 
pipe all the information from our Snort 
session into a MySQL or PostgreSQL 
database, then perform queries to 
search for a particular exploit, or profile 
attacks, over a specific period of time. 
There are a number of tools that 
analyse Snort alerts and packets. One 
of the most popular is Analysis Console 
for Intrusion Databases, or ACID (http:// 
acidlab.sourceforge.net/). ACID can 
handle data from a wide range of 


systems, including Snort, tcpdump, ruletype redalert 


iptables or ipchains. { 
Having Snort dump its information 
into MySQL is easy, although Debian 
users will have to install ‘snort-mysql’ 
rather than the regular ‘snort’ package 
for this task. user=snort dbname=snort 
We can either dump all log host=localhost 
information into MySQL, which will } 
provide us with the most useful 
information, or we can dump specific 
data, such as alerts, into MySQL, saving 
valuable space and time: 


type alert 

output alert syslog: LOG_ 
AUTH LOG ALERT 

output database: log, mysql, 


Configuration of Snort and ACID is 
explained in some depth at http:// 
acidlab.sourceforge.net/acid_config. 
html. ACID does require a few external 
libraries on top of the basic PHP and 
Apache configurations, all of which are 
fairly small, easy to build and install. E 


output database: log, mysql, 
user=snort password=snort 
host=localhost 
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Aladdin Ayesh unveils the power of Maya in our new 3D modelling 
series and reveals how simple it is to set up and start creating 


aya is a leading 3D modelling and animation 
M) software. In fact, many professionals consider 

it to be the industry standard for developing 3D 
models. Whether these models are architectural or 
animated characters, feature films or shorts, Maya 
provides the tools, from basic primitive shapes to a full 
scripting language. In this series, we'll look at these 
tools in a simple and accessible format, finding out 
how to develop impressive 3D scenes. 





El The set-up Before we start, we need to set up the 
system. First, you need to get a copy of Maya. Unless 
you've already bought one (and that’s a hefty 
investment!), the best way to start is to get the free 
Personal Learning Edition (PLE). You'll need to register with 
the Alias Maya community, which also provides access to 
a host of supporting materials (www.alias.com/eng/ 
products-services/maya/maya_ple/index.shtml). 

Once you've downloaded the program, installing Maya 
is as simple as installing any other Windows-based 
program (there's also a copy available for Mac OS X, 
should you feel the urge). Once you've installed the 
program, it will create an icon on your desktop and a 
listing under the ‘Start All Programs’ menu. 


A Basics of 3D graphics 3D graphics differ from 2D 
graphics in one important aspect: depth. While 2D 
presents height and width, 3D adds the third dimension 
for a touch of reality. As a result, each point in a 3D 
graphic is represented by three values: X, Y and Z. 
However, we cant break the paper or the screen to draw 
the third dimension, Z. Instead, we generate a visual 
illusion that enables the eye to see the third dimension. 
This is achieved through relating the points (pixels) on the 
Screen to each other using geometrical equations to 
create the third dimension. However, the required 
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Architectural Building from Primitive Objects 





mathematical equations are usually complex and, in 
some cases, may require special hardware for number 
crunching. This is why 3D TV is still not commercially 
viable. However, modern computers can deal with 3D 
graphics and manipulation without any additional 
equipment being necessary, 


E Touring around Maya When you open Maya, it will 
Start with what we refer to as a ‘scene’. This is an empty 
void where our models will reside. To start a new scene, 
click on FilelNew Scene. To save a scene, click on 
FilelSave. The File menu provides the basic functions to 
work with scenes, while Edit menu provides editing 
functions, like delete and copy. Maya scenes has three 
dimensions. In other words, there are X, Y and Z axes. 

It's often helpful to see the scene from different views. 
By pressing [Space Bar], we can divide the scene into four 
of them: Top, Front, Side, and Overview (the default). This 
enables us to see all sides of the 3D object — imagine 
you're painting a box, turning it around to paint each side. 
The create menu enables us to create primitive shapes 
that appear in the middle of the screen. By using one of 
the manipulation functions, we can move the shape or 
change its view side. 

The Modify menu provides basic manipulation 
functions. Our most commonly used function is accessed 
from the left-side toolbox, which hosts standard tools that 
apply to all Maya 3D development stages. These enable 
us to divide the screen into different views, manipulate 
objects, and return to the standard pointer, and so on 
(see ‘Maya's toolbox and secret menus’ on the next page). 

The tab menus above the scene show the different 
Maya objects and functionalities. They are grouped under 
shape type, such as curves, or under function type, like 
dynamics. 


O Maya tools Maya provides several tools to develop 
and manipulate 3D scenes. Some of these tools appear in 
relation to the development stage of modelling, 
rendering, dynamics and animation (see boxout). We'll 
cover these tools through our work on modelling and 
animation within this series. As for the drop-down menus, 
the first six are shared with all the stages and provide the 
basic functions to manage our work. There are several 
alternative ways to access the same tools and options. 


Starting a scene Whether we're using Maya for 
animation or for architectural design, the starting point is 
always the scene. Let's assume were designing a stage 
layout or an architectural building. We start a new scene 
from the File menu. We establish the flooring of the 
architecture followed by elements such as columns 

or pillars, using Maya primitive shapes and our 

own image files that we can import into the scene. 
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Ø Primitive objects Maya provides a 
selection of primitive objects we can use 
to develop models. The basic type is the 
curve, which has no third dimension. The 
others, such as cubes, spheres and 
cylinders (grouped under Surfaces and 
Polygons), are solid objects. However, all 
these shapes exist in a three-dimensional 
field and can be manipulated from the 
three sides. Each shape has attributes 
defining its size, sections and angles. 
Changing these attribute results, 
combined with rotation and positioning, 
enables us to build all kind of scenes and 
designs. We change the attributes using 
the Attribute Editor. To view the Attribute 
Editor, click on Display|Ul 

Elements |Attribute Editor. Select the shape 
you want to change and its fields will 
appear in the Attribute Editor. 


E Building the temple We start by establishing the floor 
of the building using the primitive shape Polygon Cylinder. 
We can create that using Create|Polygon Primitives! Cylinder, 
or by clicking on the relevant tab. If we select from the 
menu, a new window will open and we can enter the exact 
measurements we want. Set Radius to 10, Height to one, 
Around Axis to eight, Along Height to one and Caps to one. 
Each of the pillars consists of two Polygon Cubes, one 
NURBS Sphere and one Polygon Cylinder. We change the 
size and rotation of each shape to the required form. Once 
one pillar is built, we select all the parts of the pillar and 
select Edit|Duplicate. To select said parts, we press [Shift] 
and click on each part we want to select. Alternatively, we 
can float our mouse pointer over the parts we want to 
select while the mouse button is firmly pressed down. 


MAYA 








Witness our virtual architecture slowly taking shape. 


The top of the temple is made up of a NURBS Torus 
and NURBS Sphere. First we create NURBS Torus with 
settings: Radius = 8.5, Minor Radius = 0.5 and Number of 
Sections = 24. We move the Torus to the top of the 
architecture, creating the base for the dome. Then we 
create a NURBS Sphere with Radius = 8./5, Start Sweep 
Angle = 0, End Sweep Angle = 180, Number of Sections = 8, 
and Number of Spans = 4. We rotate the Sphere 
approximately 90 degrees and position it on top of the 
temple to complete the architecture. 

Changing lights, shading and material options will be 
covered in the next article, as part of rendering. Once we 
render our image, we'll be able to see the full 3D 
architecture we've built. PCP 


Maya’s toolbox and secret menus 


Uncovering a depth of options in Maya 3D that enable us to fine-tune our projects 


Using Maya tools enables us to 
manipulate many aspects of our models 
in great detail. The same tools are 
accessible from the drop-down menus 
such as ‘Create’ and ‘Display’. Rotation 
and positioning tools are the most 
popular, as it's best to view the object 
you're manipulating using four views. 
You will be amazed at the visual 
illusions that are created from working 
in 3D plain. 

Another useful set of menus are 
those that appear on the top of the 
scene. There are ‘View’, ‘Shading’, 
‘Light’, ‘Show’ and ‘Panels’ menus. To 
change between different views, select 
Panels|Orthographic. This will show a 


otherwise!). 


list of front, side and top options, 
mapping to the different views available 
to us. And we can specify just one of the 
views, rather than having four views 

at once (things could get complicated 


You may notice a drop-down menu 
with a ‘Modeling’ option in the far left 
corner of the screen. This drop-down 
contains four different options relating to 
the main activities we'll need for 3D 
modelling and animation. These options 
are: modelling, dynamics, rendering and 
animation. Selecting one of these 
reveals a new set of menus related to 
the activity type you've selected. For 
example, character and skin menus 


appear if we select 
animation, while 
rendering reveals 
texture and light 
menus. These 
secret controls 
include the tools 
provided by Maya 
to support 3D 
creativity. 

In addition, if 
we right-click on a 
selected shape, a 
range of menus 


rendering. E 





will appear. We will see how to best use 
menus as we progress in modelling and 
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Maya has a great deal to offer 
and there's simply no way to 
cover every single tool and 
function. You'll need to get 
used to manipulating 

objects, creating scenes and 
discovering what you can 

do. If you like gardening, 
animation or interior design, 
try to create scenarios and 
scenes using the basic objects, 
then link them together and 
position them in the 3D plain. 
View the Attributes Editor and 
change the attributes of the 
shapes you created. And then 
try different shapes! 


We'll look at 3D modelling in 
more detail, covering the 
various shapes and functions 
available to us. This includes 
3D shapes, joining more than 
one shape, and the use of 
manipulation functions and 
effects, such as paint effects. 


In time, you'll be able to select 
these options without looking. 


PCPlus 271 | October 2004 


This series 


Aà 
ia 
































Part One 


PHP 


Working with text 
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Paul Hudson introduces our advanced PHP tutorial with a language 
refresher and a dive into the world of ASCII imagery... 


eginners’ PHP tutorials are ten-a-dozen, which 
O means you're well catered for if you're just 

starting with PHP However, the language has 
been around for many years now — and widely popular 
for at least the last three years — which means that most 
web programmers already have at least some experience 
of it. If this sounds like you, great news: this tutorial 
series is aimed at helping you expand your PHP horizons, 
with new coding ideas, hints, tips and power techniques 
to improve your own work. 


As a result, were effectively going to skip the usual “how to 
install PHP” and “what's a loop?” malarky, and spend most of 
our time on important stuff, like how to make PHP liven-up 
your site. Having said that, to give people who are rusty with 
PHP a chance to dust off their skills, we'll be starting off with 
a fairly simple project this month: how to use PHP to turn a 
Standard image file into ASCII art. Images in PHP are handled 
using the Open Source GD2 library, which is capable of doing 
some really advanced image manipulation. Fortunately, were 
only going to be using a small fraction of it for now, so this 
should be fairly simple. 


El Getting started In order to work with images, you'll 
need to enable the GD extension. If youre using an RPM- 
based Linux distro, this should be installed as an individual 
package. If not, you'll need to recompile PHP with GD support 
enabled (and also zlib, if you want to use PNG files). If you're 
using Windows, edit your php.ini file and uncomment the 
line “extension=php_gd2.dll”. You may need to check that the 
“extension_dir” setting is correct: for PHP4 it's usually 
something like “c:/php/extensions”, and for PHP 5 it’s 
something like “c:/php/ext”. Restart Apache and your'e all set. 
Id suggest you create a blank file with “?php phpinfo(); ?>” in 
and run it to make sure GD support is enabled. If you dont 
see it in the output of PHP info, its not enabled and you've 
gone wrong somewhere. 

Next, you'll need a picture that youd like to convert to 
ASCII. Being a full-time Linux user, | can never pass up the 
chance for a cheap Linux plug, so | chose the standard shot 
of Tux, the cuddly Linux mascot. Put your picture inside your 
public HTML directory (this is, by default, c:\program files\ 
apache group\apache 2\htdocs 
on Windows and /vat/www/html 
on Unix) and also create a new 
PHP script called picl.php. This is 
where well be creating our app: 
Asciinator v1.0. 

Converting an image to ASCII 
involves four steps: 1 — Load 
image, 2 — Grab image 
dimensions and set up ASCII 
symbols, 3 — Process row of 
pixels, changing individual dots 
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If you zoom in on the ASCII art, this is what you see: hundreds of 
individual characters. 


into their closest-matching symbols, and 4 — Repeat until 
everythings done. 

Hardly difficult, | know, but the third step presents a 
potential problem: how do you decide what the closest- 
matching ASCII symbol for a pixel is? ASCII art accomplishes 
its task by using complex symbols for more densely-coloured 
areas, and simple symbols for lighter areas. So, what we 
need to do is have an array of possible ASCII symbols 
ordered with the most complex (like @ and #) at one end 
and the least complex (like , and . ) at the other. Of course, 
the least-complex ASCII symbol around is ” ” (that's a space), 
which will be used for the very lightest pixels. 


BA little maths Each pixel on the screen is made up of 
256 shades of red, green, and blue, making a total of 16.7 
million possible combinations (known as 24-bit colour, as 2 
to the power of 24 is 16,777216). These are stored as a 
number between 0 and 255, which means that full white is 
red 255, green 255, blue 255, and middle grey is red 127 green 
127 blue 127 In order to get the brightness of this pixel, we 
must sum the three colours together to form the absolute 
brightness. As the maximum individual value is 255, the 
maximum combined value is /65. If we divide this by a 
suitably large number (I've used 85, as it divides exactly into 
765) and round the result using PHP's round() function (which 
turns 901 into 9, and 3.75 into 4), we end up with a whole 
number between 0 and 9 — ideal for our symbols. 

We can now use this whole number as the index into 
our array. AS we have ten elements ordered most complex to 
least complex, retrieving element 0 will return the darkest 
symbol whereas retrieving element 9 will return the lightest 
symbol (the space). With the maths behind us, the actual 
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Adding colour and blowing the picture up is easy. Notice that the 
edges of individual elements are quite smooth. 


conversion process is quite easy: we need to loop through 
each row in the image, and also loop through each column. 
This means were accessing each pixel one-by-one. We need 
to grab the colour of the pixel, add it all together, divide by 
85, round it, and look up its element in our symbol array. The 
symbol returned needs to be printed out, with line breaks 
being added at the end of each line. 

Unsurprisingly its much clearer once you've seen the 
code, so here goes: 


<?php 
$image = imagecreatefromjpeg (“tux.jpg”) ; 
if ($image) { 
echo ‘<PRE STYLE="font: lpx/lpxCourier 
New;">'; 
Sasciichars = array (“@", vr, “r, “r, 


Nom No” No Nom N\A un “) " 
I T e ır T F e , 1 


Image copyright 
Conversion is no excuse! 


Images, just like the text in books or 
magazines, are covered by copyright 
law, even if you recreate then through 
ASCII art. If you're using free images, 
such as Tux (his creator, Larry Ewing, 
put him into the public domain so that 
everyone could play with the image as 
they pleased), this isn’t a problem, but 
otherwise you're treading on thin ice. 
Part of the problem is that even if 
you have permission to reproduce the 
image, you may not have permission to 
deface it by recreating it in ASCII art. As 
ASCII art usually looks a little worse 
than the original, so this is definitely 
something to watch out for. The best 
solution here, if you absolutely cannot 





use free images for your work, is to 
check the license agreement for your 
pictures. If you have permission to re- 
use and modify the original, we suggest 
you still place a copyright notice next to 
your ASCII art so that people are aware 
that it cannot be copied freely. 

For bonus points, once you've 
migrated to using colours for your ASCII 
art, you could actually try embedding 
your copyright notice inside the ASCII 
image as some of the characters. To do 
this, create the ASCII image as usual, 
except that you should have a check 
inside the Sheight loop to check when 
it's near the end — this is the best time 
to insert the copyright. Performing the 
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A zoom-in of the colour ASCII again shows the characters, but 
also shows how the smooth edges are accomplished: very faint 
characters are there that help to blend the edges. 


$width = imagesx ($image); 
$height = imagesy ($image); 
for ($y = 0; $y < $height; ++$y) { 
for ($x = 0; $x < $width; ++$x) { 
$thiscol = imagecolorat ($image, $x, 
Sy); 
$rgb = imagecolorsforindex ($image, 
$thiscol) ; 
Sbrightness = S$rgb[‘red’] + 
Srgb[‘green’] + S$rgb[‘blue’]; 
Sbrightness = round($brightness / 85); 
Schar = Sasciichars [$brightness] ; 


echo Schar; 


} 
echo “\n”; 
} 


echo ‘</PRE>’; 


actual insertion is probably down to 
personal taste, as there are several 
ways to do it. Having said that, the 
most obvious way to do it is, when 
you are in the line you want to have 
the copyright notice in, is to override 
the main width loop so that you put 
output letters from a copyright string 
rather than letters converted from 
the picture. 

For maximum performance, | 
recommend you keep the copyright 
loop separate from the standard 
loop by way of the height check, 
otherwise you're running a few 
thousand more if statements than 
is strictly necessary! E 





The helpful thing about ASCII 
characters is that there are 255 
of them, which means you can 
make your ASCII art as 
complex as you want. In our 
example code, we started off 
with 10 characters to provide 
varying amounts of detail in 
the picture. Doubling this to 20 
should give a much smoother 
result, as long as you can 
order the characters properly 
according to their complexity. 





Tux, the tubby penguin mascot 
for Linux, and part-time ASCII art 
model, will be used for our 
grey-scale model. 
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PHP 


Sprintf() and PHP 


For experienced C and C++ 


At first glance, the sprintf() function is 
quite alien to the rest of PHP: it’s not 


immediately obvious how it works, 


unlike the vast majority of the language, 
and it has some really quirky options to 
get specific formats. There is reasoning 


behind this craziness, however. The 


sprintf() function (and its friends, for it's 
part of a large family of functions), are 


Next month, we'll look at how 
to embed SQLite into PHP and 
vice versa, so have your 
database hat on! 


Here’s the grey-scale ASCII art 
reproduction of Tux. The 
lightness of eyes, chest and 
feet is accomplished by using 
less complex characters. 


File Edit ‘Yiew Favorites Tools Help 


Q ex X Q |x) a A) pe Search 


users, Sprintf() should come as second nature 


essentially copied wholesale from C, 
which is one of the most backward and 
mind-warping languages in existence. 
If you've used C (or C++) yourself, 
sprintf() should be second nature to 
you, and the good news is that 
everything you can do in C's sprintf() 
can be done in PHP's. The PHP manual 


does contain a pretty complete spent! E 


} 


?> 


Note; theres a little CSS code in the output so that a 1-pixel 
high, 1-pixel leaded font is used. The leading is how much 
space is left between lines and is usually about 50 per cent 
more than the size of the font itself. The fact that I've used 
1px for the leading as well as 1px for the font size means the 
picture is Squeezed tighter vertically. This stops the final 
output looking stretched. 

Based upon what I've already said, you should be able to 
guess how the code works, but there may be one or two 
functions that are new. The imagesx() and imagesy() retrieve 
the width and height size in the pixels of the image resource 
passed in. The imagecolorat() function returns the colour at a 
given pixel. Note how an image, an X position, and a Y 
position are passed in as Its parameters. It returns the colour 
in a special value that represents all three colours in one 
number, which is why it needs to be passed through the 
imagecolorsforindex() function. This returns an array with the 
elements ‘ted’, ‘green’, ‘blue’ and ‘alpha’, numbered between 
0 and 255. Finally, the line starting with “$char = “ is where 
the calculation comes in: the result of the brightness, divided 
by 85 and rounded, is used as the key in the symbols array 
and then echoed out to the screen. 

Give your code a try with your own picture. It should 
work on pretty much anything you throw at it. Of course, it’s 
quite CPU-intensive, so it may take some time if you have a 
very large image to convert! 


E Technicolour dreams Although using several different 
symbols allows us to emulate grey-scale, wouldn't it be 
much better if we had real colour? Apart from one line of 
code, its actually easier to do colour than it is to do grey- 
scale, because with colour we only need one symbol. The 
one line of code, however, calls PHP's sprintf() function, the 
first parameter of which routinely confuses people, which is 
why | wanted to do grey-scale first! 

Copy your picl.php file to pic2.php and edit 
the new file. The first thing to do is delete the 





Address a http: flocalhost/pep/pict php x] Go 


$asciichars array — its not needed in colour as 





a) Local intranet 
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the lightness of pixels is reproduced using the 
original colours. Instead, we'll be using # for every 
symbol, as its a nice square shape. The 
complicated line of code is to get the HIML 
colour values from the RGB. As mentioned 
already, the return value of imagecoloursforindex() 
is an array of red, green and blue values between 
0 and 255. However, HTML takes its colour values 
as hexadecimal between 00 (decimal 0) and FF 
(decimal 255). This is where the call to sprintf() 
comes in handy: we can specify the format wed 
like Our input converted into, and one of the 
conversions available is hexadecimal. 

If you've never used sprintf() before, heres 
how it works: parameter one is the format youd 
like to output, and the following parameters are 
the values youd like inserted into that format. For 
example, %s in a format string means ‘Convert 


description of the various parameters 
you can pass to the function and how 
they can be formatted. This is the best 
place to look for more information. 
Remember, once you've learnt 
sprintf(), everything works just as well 
in printf() and others, which makes the 
whole learning process time well 





The Unix man page for the printf 
family of functions. If purgatory 
exists, this is probably what it 
looks like. 


the supplied parameter to a string’. %X in a format string 
means ‘Convert the supplied parameter to a hexadecimal 
number’. There are also modifiers for this parameter that 
allow us to control the width of the converted value, for 
example %2X means ‘Convert this parameter to a 
hexadecimal value that must contain two digits’. So if we 
supply the number 11, %2X will first convert it to 
hexadecimal, giving B, then, noting that its less than two 
digits wide, will prepend a 0, giving OB, which is just what we 
want for our HTML. 

So, our call to sprintf() should look like this: 


Shtmlcol = sprintf (“#%2X%2X%2x", Srgb[‘red’], 
Srgb[‘green’], $rgb[‘blue’]); 


This uses the format string of “#” (ignored, but needed for 
HTML), followed by three two-digit hexadecimal numbers. 
The second, third and fourth parameters are the red, green 
and blue values that will be used for the three hexadecimal 
conversions. The final result will be placed into $htmicol, and 
should look something like “#FFE/00". 

Heres the final code. Note: it also demonstrates loading a 
picture from a PNG file that also happens to be remote, and 
uses a different font size to blow the picture up: 


<?php 
$image = imagecreatefrompng (“http://www. 
gnome.org/img/flash/guadec-2004.png”) ; 
if ($image) { 
echo ‘<PRE STYLE="font: 4px/2px Courier 
New;">’; 
Swidth = 
$height = imagesy ($image); 
for($y = 0; $y < $height; ++Sy) { 
for($x = 0; $x < $width; ++$x) { 


imagesx ($image); 


$thiscol = imagecolorat ($image, $x, 
Sy); 

$rgb = imagecolorsforindex ($image, 
$thiscol) ; 


Shtmlcol = sprintf (“#%2X%2X%2x", 
Srgb[‘red’], $rgb[‘green’], $rgb[‘blue’]); 
Schar = “<FONT COLOR=\”"Shtmlcol\” >#</ 
FONT >” ; 
echo Schar; 
} 
echo “\n”; 
} 
echo ‘</PRE>’; 


} 


?> 


You're welcome to try merging that code with the black-and- 
white code of multiple symbols, but you'll soon see the 
problem — using symbol complexity to mimic lightness 
mixed with using actual colour lightness means the lightness 
is exaggerated, making the detail hard to see. 

Converting pictures to text using PHP is a simple — and 
hopefully fun! — way to dust off your skills, and get ready for 
the rest of this series. PCP 
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Beware the danger within: UK firms 


at risk from portable storage devices 
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K companies are being warned to tighten 
U up security policies and procedures to 

protect themselves against the growing 
security risks created by the influx of MP3 
players and other portable storage devices into 
the workplace. 

Ruggero Contu, client research consultant at 
Gartner, said unauthorised portable storage 
devices pose multiple potential problems, 
including theft of data or the introduction of 
viruses into corporate networks. 

“High data capacity and transfer rates, and 
broad platform support mean that a Universal 
Serial Bus (USB) or FireWire (IEEE 1394) device 

has the capacity to quickly download valuable 
corporate information, which can be easily 
leaked to the outside world. 
“This underlying vulnerability has 
existed since the release of Microsoft 
Windows 2000, the first widely 
deployed OS able to mount a USB 
storage device automatically.” 


Portable storage devices could be used to 
circumvent your security, if not controlled. 





Contu said that firms should adopt a 
controlled approach, with measures that 
incorporate overall organisational security policy 
and specific technology tools. The analyst firm 
cautioned that ‘back doors’ will soon become 
available that circumvent antivirus and other 
security measures as portable devices — 
including pocket-sized USB hard drives, disk- 
based MP3 players and digital cameras — 
become more popular. 

“Companies are at risk of losing intellectual 
property and other critical corporate data. 
Portable storage devices are ideal for anyone 
intending to steal sensitive and valuable data. 
Employees may also be responsible for losing 
data if they inadvertently mislay these devices,” 
Contu said. 

Gartner advises companies to ban the use of 
uncontrolled memory devices with corporate PCs 
to protect against these dangers. Firms should, 
the analyst firm advised, adopt a suitable 
security policy on using portable storage devices 
— such as dictating that they should be 
password protected — and develop company 
guidelines to define how they can be introduced 
into the workplace. 





Metro Ethernet continues unstoppable march 


Chen says metro 
Ethernet is fast 
becoming the wide 
area networking 
technology of choice. 
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he fast-growing popularity of metro Ethernet as 

a wide area networking technology will lead to 
close to £13.5billion being spent worldwide on 
carrier networks based on the technology between 
2003 and 2007 

Infonetics Research, in its latest research, found 
global metro equipment revenue was £1.6billion in 
2003, and predicted it will jump by 157 per cent to 
£4 2billion in 2007 Infonetics also expects sales of 
metro Ethernet ports to enjoy extremely strong 
growth over coming years, increasing 440 per cent 
between 2003 and 2007 

Nan Chen, president and director of the Metro 
Ethernet Forum, told PC Plus in a recent interview 


that metro technology was taking off because it 
offers significant benefits to both the carriers and 
end users. 

“This study is the latest evidence that metro 
Ethernet is able to bring real benefits to both 
Carriers and to businesses. The technology is able 
to deliver high bandwidth and flexible services on 
demand,” Chen said. 

“Firms are increasingly realising the benefits of 
extending their Ethernet local area networks over 
the wide area, to enable them to run services that 
take advantage of the high bandwidth that metro is 
able to offer — such as data back-up, disaster 
recovery and video conferencing.” 


The Sun is shining for 
Solaris x86 range 


n a bid to extend its appeal to small and medium-sized businesses, Sun 

Microsystems has expanded its range of entry-level Solaris x86 
systems, adding a server and two new workstations based on AMD 64- 
Bit Opteron processors. 

The four-way V40z server is designed for customers running both 32- 
and 64-bit applications including data management, web services, 
workgroup collaboration and database management. 

The company also introduced two workstations: the Sun Java 
Workstation W1100z and Sun Java Workstation W2100z — also based on 
AMD Opteron processors. These workstations ship with the latest release 
of the Java Desktop System running on either Solaris x86 OS or Linux. 

The move was well received among industry watchers. “Sun has 
established clear differentiation in the x86 market... This gives them an 
Opportunity to take a strong position in the over $22.5B x86 systems 
market,” said Vernon Turner, group vice president, IDC. “Initial data indicates 
very strong price/performance 
relative to other OSes, by taking 
advantage of the reliability and 
scalability features of Solaris and 
AMD's Opteron processor speed.” 

Sun also introduced a 
licensing deal dubbed the ‘Sun Fire 
V20z Server Enterprise Essentials 
Promotion’ package that includes a 
three-year support subscription. 


Sun has expanded iits entry- 
level x86 range or Servers 
id workstations 
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IBM and Cisco team up for 
storage virtualisation 


BM and Cisco have enhanced their 

jointly developed Storage Area 
Networking (SAN) offering, which 
combines IBM's SAN Volume 
Controller storage software with the 
Cisco MDS 9000 family of switches. 

The system is designed to enable 
customers to administer volume 
management, data replication, and 
copies from the network, so 
providing a single point of control 
and management across multiple 
storage subsystems. 

Enhancements include support 
for iSCSI enabled through the Cisco 
MDS 9000 IP Storage Services 
Module, where previously the 
product only supported the SAN Fibre 
Channel protocol. Support for third- 
party mid-range storage arrays has 
also been improved to help roll out 
heterogeneous, tiered storage 
architectures, by moving low-activity 
or inactive data into a hierarchy of 
lower-cost storage. 





Cisco and IBM have unveiled 


enhancements to their jointly 
developed SAN offering. 
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Windows XP64 delayed (again 


Delays to Microsoft's 64-bit software overshadow essential Windows XP SP2 release 


by Mary Branscombe ollowing the much delayed 

and Dean Evans Pcs: of Windows XP Service 
Pack 2, Microsoft has confirmed 

that both Windows Sever 2003 for 64- 

bit Extended Systems and Windows XP 

64-bit Edition for 64-bit Extended 

Systems are being pushed back to the 


first half of 2005. The availability of the 


AIDS SEITE USGL a 12 Windows Sever 2003 Service Pack 1 has 
A laptop that weighs 6Kg.....12 Ziso been delayed, and the knock-on 
ATO ETS ETN! con: 13 effects of this are expected to stretch 
CUAL CSA, 220 02s esc082: 16 the release date of the Longhorn OS, 
AUS Such LOD ee sees 16 perhaps as far back as 2007 
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the fact that SP2 has been its top 
priority. It shifted some of its workforce 
from other internal projects (including 
Longhorn) to concentrate on the crucial 
security update. The delay to Windows 
Sever 2003 Service Pack 1 is key here, 
as it shares security, performance and 
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reliability enhancements with Windows 
XP64. “Microsoft wants to allow 
sufficient time for tuning and testing of 
SP1 and x64," commented an MS 
spokesperson. “As is the case with all 
Microsoft product schedules, the 
development cycle is driven by quality 
with a focus on needs of customers, 
rather than an arbitrary date.” 


Sparing Intel's blushes 

The delay to Windows XP64 is a blow 
to AMD — the 64-bit OS upgrade is vital 
to the long-term adoption of its Athlon 
64 processors and a 2004 release 
would have given AMD some serious 
leverage against Intels flagship 32-bit 
Pentium 4s. Instead, the delay will slow 
the mainstream move to 64-bit 
computing. Worse still for AMD, it will 
give Intel more time to get its 64-bit act 


together. While consumers might 
understand that current 64-bit capable 
processors do offer competitive 32-bit 
performance, why buy one now when 
theres no 64-bit software to take 
advantage of it? 

“Until the release of MS Windows 
XP64, users might find it hard to justify 
the need to update their hardware”, 
commented Nick Walter, Marketing 
Manager at Mesh Computers, “but 
ultimately the postponement will have 
little effect on the market and Mesh is 
continuing to enjoy strong demand for 
the Matrix 64 range.” Evesham had a 
similar response. “This is Sad news for 
AMD,” said R&D Manager Robin 
Daunter. “AMD had a massive lead over 
Intel this year. The delay means Intel 
will have caught up and be ready to 
roll out 64-bit desktop parts. It's not 


Illustration: Andy McLaughlin 










STOP 
PRESS! 


Microsoft’s Windows XP Service Pack 2 
(SP2) is included on this month's 
coverdiscs. It’s an essential update for 
Windows XP-based systems. 
See page 212 for details on how 


to install and run it. 


going to drive AMD sales down, but it 
has affected AMD sales hitting critical 
mass this year” 


If not now, then when? 
Microsoft can’t say quite when the 64- 
bit versions of Windows will come out 
or who will be able to buy them — but 
businesses wont have to pay extra for 
the extra 32 bits when they do arrive. 
Buy a 64-bit Opteron or Xeon now, plus 
the current 32-bit version of Windows 
Server 2003, and Microsoft promises a 
free upgrade to the 64-bit version. 

That doesn't mean that the 
confusion over how you'll be able to 
get your hands on 64-bit versions of 
Windows has been cleared up. The 
technology exchange program 
announced only covers Windows 
Server 2003, and not Windows XP It's 
quite possible that Windows Server will 
be widely available on the grounds 
that if you need the server version then 
you have the technical know-how to 
get the drivers you need. With no 
consistent consumer know-how, 
Windows XP looks like being limited to 
new machines to ensure compatibility 
(see PC Plus News, issue 220). 

Group Product Manager for 
Windows Server, Samm DiStasio, was 
adamant, however, that the 64-bit 
version of Windows would be widely 





available: “this is a volume play; this is 
not a boutique version of the OS”. UK 


| Windows Client Product Manager, Paul 


Randle added that Microsoft hasn't yet 
made a final decision on the details of 
distribution and whether to stick to 
bigger OEMs or to consider the kind of 
system builder kits it's now bringing out 
for Media Center, with hardware that's 
guaranteed to be compatible. “Currently 
the plan is to make it available through 
OEMs only, but | wouldnt make a bet 
either way at this stage.” 


Slowing 64-bit adoption 

There isnt even a final product name 
yet — Director of Windows Evangelism, 
Neil Hutson told us at the Tech Ed 
Conference in July that they're hoping 
to shorten the ‘64-Bit Edition for 64-Bit 
Extended Systems’ tag to something 

a little more manageable. Hopefully 
the continuing delays wont discourage 
hardware manufacturers who need to 
produce new drivers for 64-bit systems, 
which Hutson calls “critical to the 
success of Windows”. He told PC Plus 
of encouraging tests with applications 
written with 32-bit code : around 70 per 
cent of current apps will run without 
any changes and even with the beta 
code Microsoft is seeing on average 
about an eight per cent improvement 
in performance. 

Recently, Bill Gates predicted that it 
would be hard to buy a PC by the end 
of next year that isn’t 64-bit compatible. 
But the development and release of 
Windows XP64 remains crucial to 64-bit 
migration, especially for consumers 
who baulk at the prospect of switching 
to Linux. Right now, Microsoft is single- 
handedly slowing the charge of PC 
progress. Lets just hope that Windows 
XP64 will be worth the wait. 





The full potential of AMD's Athlon 64 on the desktop is being held back by OS delays. 
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Building your own 
Media Center 


Microsoft's decision to widen MCE availability to 






GUIDE 





t the recent Worldwide 

Partner Conference in 
Toronto, Microsoft announced a 
new strategy for Windows XP 
Media Center Edition that will 
make the software available to 
the wider system builder 
channel. The decision enables 
Microsoft to supply MCE to the 
small ‘white box’ OEMs making 
‘no brand’ PCs. It's hoped that 
this will lead to fresh Media 
Center designs, using specially 
designed hardware bundles to 
ensure OS compatibility. Beyond 
this, it’s hoped that the move 
might lead to the availability of a 
retail version. 

The official line is that there 
are “no plans for retail boxed 
versions as yet”. But broadening 
the accessibility of MCE sparks 
some interesting possibilities. 
The initial Media Center launch 
was restricted to Tier One PC 
manufacturers who had the 
resources to build and support 
Media Center PCs. For smaller 
OEMs, Microsoft has worked with 
ATI and Nvidia to create dedicated 
hardware kits. According to 
Microsoft's Senior Vice President 
for Windows Client Business, Will 
Poole, these kits comprise of: “a 
tuner card, the right graphics 
card, a remote control, IR receiver 
— everything you need to put 
together a Media Center PC”. 


system builders might lead to a retail version 


An OEM deal for MCE 
indicates a different 
distribution model 
for Microsoft. 


In addition to the hardware 
kits, Microsoft has also 
developed a ‘Designed for 
Windows Media Center Edition’ 
logo program to let customers 
know exactly which third-party 
products are certified to work in 
Media Center configurations. In 
essence, Microsoft has simplified 
the build process, and the 
availability of the MCE Partner 
Support Kits to smaller OEMs 
may see them being offered for 
sale as standalone products. Last 
month we looked at the potential 
for OEM copies of Windows XP64 
to be sold on the web, in the 
same way as some copies of 
Windows XP are available now. 
The same sort of backdoor sales 
policy might be achievable with 
MCE as long as it doesn't 
contravene the lengthy Microsoft 
licensing agreement. 

If you could get such a kit, just 
what could you expect from it? 
ATI plans to offer two solutions at 
first — an AGP kit featuring a 
Radeon 9250, eHome Wonder, 
remote control and supported 
software; and a PCI Express- 
based option replacing the 9250 
with a Radeon X600. Such MCE- 
friendly bundles are expected to 
be available in September to 
coincide with the rollout of Media 
Center 2005, codenamed 
‘Symphony’. — Dean Evans 





Sun might have plans to snatch Novell out from 
under IBM. COO Jonathan Schwartz blogged: 
“What would owning the operating system on 
which IBM is dependent be worth? History 
would suggest we look to Microsoft for 
comparisons.” Novell is a $2.64 billion company, 
an expensive buy just to annoy Big Blue... 


... It'S been reported that some conscripted 
Finnish soldiers have been excused military 
service due to their Internet addiction. Those 
afflicted are promptly sent home with a note for 
three years and asked to come back if they feel 
up to it — and if they have had a chance to grow 
up enough to complete their tour... 


... 70% of virus activity over the last year has 
been down to one man. According to Sophos it's 
18 year-old German, Sven Jaschan, creator of 
the Netsky and Sasser worms. He was revealed 
thanks to Microsoft's ‘bounty’ program, and has 
confessed to birthing both programs, although 
the court case has yet to begin. 
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Is AMD winning the 
dual-core race? 


Having finalised its dual-core processor design, AMD 
prepare to sample the ‘Toledo’ chip for launch in 2005. 


MD quietly updated its 
processor roadmap this 

month, confirming that its dual- 
core desktop strategy will kick off 
with the launch of the ‘Toledo’ 
chip in Q2 2005. The fact that 
AMD has finalised its dual-core 
architecture, and released a die 
shot (pictured here), suggests 
that it's edging ahead of Intel in 
the race to bring a dual-core chip 
to the desktop market. 

On the current AMD roadmap, 
the Toledo core is the highlight 
of the Athlon 64 FX brand. This 
dual-core processor is the follow- 
up to next year’s ‘San Diego’ 
(FX57) design, which will be the 
first of AMD's Athlon 64 FX chips 
to be fabbed using a 90nm 
process. Toledo will be built in 
the same way, but the reduction 
in transistor size will enable two 
cores to be squeezed into the 
same PGA939 packaging. The 
architecture hints that AMD's 
dual-cores will share the same 
HyperTransport and memory 
controllers, but each core will 
have its own 512KB block of L2 
cache, matching San Diego's on- 
die total of 1MB. 

AMD's dual-core products will 
initially be aimed at the server/ 
workstation market, where the 





THE MONTH IN NEWS 


...Can you spot a con at fifteen paces? Research 
from MailFrontier suggests that 28% of users 
will fall for standard social engineering letters — 
notably fake banking enquiry forms and PayPal 
scams. So how gullible are you? You can try 
your own skill at http://survey.mailfrontier. 


com/survey/quiztest.html ... 
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proposed ‘Egypt’, ‘Denmark’ and 
‘Italy’ processors cover the 
Opteron and Athlon MP sectors. 
With the prospect of Toledo, AMD 
is attempting to raise the bar yet 
again from 64-bit computing to 
dual-core 64-bit computing. The 
benefits of such a move are 
obvious — better multitasking, 
improved speed and greater 
efficiency. But a seamless switch 
from 130nm to 90nm will be 
vital. The success of AMD's 2005 
line-up, which includes both the 
‘Winchester’ Athlon 64 and the 
‘Lancaster’ Mobile Athlon 64 
cores, depends on it. 

Intel, meanwhile, has not 
been as forthcoming with its 
plans. There has been talk of 
dual-core Prescott processors for 
high-end workstations, which 
would cleverly make use of 
Intel's existing HyperThreading 
technology to effectively 
quadruple processing efficiency. 
On the other hand, Intel has 
plans to use the Pentium M 
architecture as the basis for a 
dual-core desktop and mobile 
systems — a ‘Jonah’ processor 
has reportedly been designed 
around two Dothan-cores, each 
one sharing a single 2MB L2 
cache. — Jerry Donlan 


AMD has released a 
die shot (left) of its 

forthcoming ‘Toledo’ 
dual-core processor. 


... A Minnesota judge has ruled that online 
privacy policies aren't worth the paper they're 
not written on. Specifically, the information 
belongs to the company who requested it, even 
if it has promised to keep it secret. We'll keep 
an eye on this — bad US legislation has a 
tendency to dripfeed its way over here. 





AJP considers 915P 
PCI Express laptop 


The delay to Intel's Sonoma platform forces OEMs to evaluate 
alternative options if they want to sell a PCI Express laptop. 


ith Intels PCI Express-equipped 

Sonoma (Centrino 2) platform 
delayed until 2005, its been 
suggested that OEMs could bridge 
the gap by squeezing Grantsdale 
(915P) chipsets into existing desktop 
replacement systems. It’s a logical 
move and one thats feasible from an 
engineering standpoint — system 
builders have already produced bulky 
17in laptops based on a cut-down 
version of Intels previous mainstream 
desktop board, the 865PE. 

AJP (www.ajp.co.uk) revealed to 
PC Plus that it is considering the 
production of a Grantsdale laptop 
based on Clevos giant D8/0P chassis. 
Catherine Akonas, Marketing Manager 
at AJP said that: “with Intels plans to 
phase out the Northwood Pentium 4, 
and the delays to Sonoma, AJP will 
be looking into the possibility of a 
desktop replacement notebook 
incorporating the Grantsdale 
motherboard and PCI Express. We are 
currently considering a model that 
will allow our customers to choose 
between the ATI M24 [Radeon X600] 
or Nvidia NV41 [GeForce 6 Go] GPUs 
prior to purchase.” 

There are obvious concerns here, 
specifically the size and the power 
consumption of such a laptop. 
The existing 4.3Kg D8/0P 
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chassis (www.clevo.com.tw) will 
need to be thicker to accommodate 
the motherboard, graphics card and 
Prescott CPU, while the power output 
and cooling need to be maximised 
accordingly. Advantages: the D8/0P 
has the ability to host Northwood 
and Prescott processors, RAlDed hard 
disks and 802.11g. Disadvantages: a 
Grantsdale laptop could weigh in 
close to 6.5Kg, run hot and very loud, 
and have no battery life to speak of. 

But considering the delay to 
Sonoma, the marketability of a PCI 
Express system in 2004 shouldn't be 
underestimated. AJP has confirmed 
that a Grantsdale-based sample 
system is on order, but no decision 
will be made until it has been 
thoroughly evaluated and tested. 
“There is potential in releasing a 
Grantsdale based notebook,” adds 
Akonas. “AJP specialises in desktop 
replacements and has been 
successful in launching desktop 
technology within the notebook 
footprint. If feasible this would close 
the gap even further between PCs 
and Notebooks. It would be the most 
powerful notebook on the market.” 
— Dean Evans 


#2: Picasa image organiser (www. 


a will automatically 


what it lacks in categorisation, it 
makes up for in speed. Includes 
online linking too... 





Grande Brother nÁ 


Chris looks at RFID and is very glad that he's not Rafael 
Macedo de la Concha, the Attorney General of Mexico 


his is getting decidedly spooky. We used to write this kind 

of wild science fiction when | was script editing “Doctor 
Who” back in the early ‘80s. But c'mon, guys, it was meant to 
be a JOKE. You don't seriously think that anyone sane is 
going to allow an identity chip to be permanently implanted 
in his or her body? 

Yet there’s one company in the US that reckons to 
make a business out of it. And it’s you they're targeting. 
The VeriChip Web site at www.adsx.com/prodservpart/ 
verichip.html advertises a service involving a giant van 
that rolls up at your place of work to install the 
subcutaneous electronics. “The ChipMobile is on the 
Move!” warbles the website. “Watch for the Chip Mobile 
coming to your town!” Thanks for the warning. 

The process of implantation — “via a quick, simple 
and painless outpatient procedure (much like getting a 
shot)” — sounds bad 
enough, but that’s not the 
Scariest part. After all, my 15 
year-old daughter has 
suffered far worse in the 
interests of body art, and 
seems oddly gratified by the 
resulting bits of silver metal 
protruding from her body. 
But in her case the medium is the message, and what 
you see is what you get. Apart from the fact that she 
comes closer with each piercing to resembling Pinhead 
n “Hellraiser”, there are no sinister overtones. 

But let’s look at what VeriChip is up to. For instance, 
there’s the Attorney General of Mexico, who has set an 
example for 160 of his law enforcement officers by 
becoming a VeriChip insertee. The device in his arm, the 
size of a grain of rice, authorises him to enter a new, 
super-secure federal anti-crime information centre. The 
rest of his compatriots will be able to join him in there 
as soon as they've been similarly chipped. The implants 
are there for life, but any time an official is kicked out of 
office the electronics can be deactivated. 

The Attorney General, Rafael Macedo de la Concha, 
Says it’s “for security, and so that | can also be located 
at any moment anywhere | am.” But can VeriChip 
actually “track him throughout Mexico”, as the 
Bloomberg report puts it? The supposed location feature 
sounds like a confusion with VeriChip’s origins in the 
‘90s, when a company called Digital Angel Corp sold the 
device as a means of identifying runaway pets once 
they've been caught. The same company also tracks 
lost helicopters, but using a very different technology 
involving bidirectional satellite communications. 

How does VeriChip’s tiny radio frequency 
identification (RFID) tag actually work? The key idea, 
patented in 1973 by a ham radio buff called Charles 


“FOR A SECURITY DEVICE THIS 
RFID CHIP IS ABOUT AS DUMB 
AS IT GETS.” 


Chris Bidmead 


chris.bidmead @futurenet.co.uk 


Chris Bidmead has been 
using and writing about 
computers for more years 
than he cares to remember 





Walton, is to devise a radio transmitter so simple and 
low powered that it doesn’t need a battery. The 
electronics draws its power from the radio transceiver 
that’s brought near it to read the ID. It’s similar to the 
way a barcode reader reads back the reflection of its 
own laser beam. Power falls off with the square of the 
distance between the devices, so the RFID tag needs 
proximity to the reader to send its data. And this had 
better not consume too much juice. The VeriChip device, 
for instance, doesn’t bother with any sort of encryption 
— it just squawks back a unique identification number, 
the same one on each reading. Which for a security 
device is about as dumb as it gets. 

Scott Silverman, CEO of VeriChip says that’s OK, 
because the chips can only be read by the company’s 
own proprietary scanners. So do they operate at a 
special “secret frequency” 
inaccessible to ordinary 
equipment? Alas, no. 
VeriChips transmit in the 
standard licence-free 
Industrial Scientific 
Medical frequency band 
(quiz Google with 
“125KHz’" to get a feel for 
how widely used this is). So there’s a fair chance that 
the Mexican drug cartels may already have Senor de la 
Concha’s number. They could have read him through a 
wall with a pocket-sized transceiver and he'd be none 
the wiser. 

So it’s not the wince-making act of insertion that’s 
the problem. Or even the Orwellian intrusion into one’s 
privacy. It’s the fact that the “security” is an illusion. 

Apart from the obvious use of his duplicated RFID to 
get into the anti-crime information centre, the VeriChip 
would be a handy way of ensuring you're kidnapping 
the right man. Or, worse, of making sure the bomb goes 
off only when he’s in the room. | don’t know what the 
Spanish for “Doctor, get this pesky Gringo pellet out of 
my flesh right now” is, but if | were Rafael Macedo de la 
Concha I'd be shouting it at the top of my voice. 





GETTYIMAGES 


Rafael Macedo de la 
Concha can be tracked 
across Mexico thanks to 
an RFID chip in his arm. 
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... Book publisher Penguin is attempting to force 
website owner Katie Jones to hand over her 
domain ‘katie.com’. Why? Because it’s currently 
riding a wave of publicity over a book of the 
same name, about the dangers of paedophilia 
on the net. Ironically, the book's earlier title ‘girl. 
com’ was thrown out when it proved to be a 


pornography site — but nobody saw a problem 
with hijacking a real young woman's property to 
continue building a brandname that Penguin 
blatantly has no right to ... 


... Have you ever wondered what the net knows 
about you? Research from MSN reveals that 


more people have used search engines to look 
up their own web presence than to check other 
family members — 39% compared to 29%. The 
presence of services like Google Groups — not 
to mention legions of bulletin boards, blogs and 
personal pages — has had a notable impact on 
privacy, and it's only going to get more detailed. 
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The World According 
To Google 


From its origins on the Internet to its potential future on the 
desktop, can Google continue to dominate searching? 


ad luck comes in many forms, 

but little compares to having 
a worldwide hack-attack against 
your service on the edge of an 
IPO. The attack on Google was 
provided courtesy of a rewritten 
MyDoom virus, using the search 
engine to track down fresh email 
addresses to infect, and 
temporarily knocking out access 
from machines around the world. 
Luckily, the problem was quickly 
resolved and normal service was 
resumed. 

The IPO itself has opened up 
a few interesting points. Most 
notably, Google has opted for an 
unusual stock breakdown that 
keeps its current executives in 
overall charge of the company — 
undoubtedly a boon should the 
market begin to shift away from 
its product and into a world 
where a ‘Don't Be Evil’ credo 
proves less than appealing to 
stockholders. Full information 
can be found at https://www. 
ipo.google.com. 

Perhaps the most interesting 
part is a breakdown of where 
Google sees potential risks in the 
market. In particular, it points out 
the risk of proprietary document 
formats negatively impacting its 
ability to search content, the 


continuing problem with 
PageRank and other search 
algorithms and, of course, 
competing search engines. 

The real potential killer is that 
Google isn't simply a search 
engine, but rather a selection 
of tools designed to lever its 
advertising and search 
capabilities. We've already seen 
the benefits of this approach 
with the big Gmail launch — 
several webmail providers have 
matched its 1GB offer, but few 
have been in a position to offer 
the kind of search tool that will 
actually dig an important 
message out of the archives six 
months after being received. 

Google's next battle is on the 
desktop, and big, bad Microsoft 
is lying in wait. Having purchased 
search utility LookOut, Microsoft 
has announced a forthcoming 
release that will bring both local 
and web-based searching to the 
desktop, matching Google's 
forthcoming Puffin sifting tool. 
This is a battle that Google can't 
afford to lose. Its ubiquitous 
nature, and the fact that ‘to 
google’ is well on its way to 
becoming a verb, is what makes 
the company what it is. 

— Richard Cobbett 


Google's valuation 
is thought to be 
anywhere between 
$3-Abillion (£1.6- 
2.2 billion). 
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Peering at peerless 


peer-to-peer people 
New statistics show that traffic on P2P networks is at an all- 
time high. But it's not all about movie and music piracy 


ts Monday, 2nd August. Doom 3 

hasn't been released yet, but 
already the hordes are gathering on 
online BitTorrent site Suprnova.org. 
One source (or ‘seed’) has nearly 
50,000 users sucking data down their 
Internet connections, and another 
further down proves almost as 
popular. Another struggles away at 
20,000, a third at 15,000. Whatever the 
real-world economic damage of 
piracy, this is a lot of illegal software. 

While Doom 3 would have been 
a piracy sensation even if everyone 
who wanted a copy had had to mail 
each other blank CD-Rs, it shows just 
how peer to peer systems are 
moving on from simple MP3 files and 
towards larger targets. Sites like 
Suprnova already gather up hundreds 
of TV programs and movies, and 
recent studies show that the vast 
majority of pirated files are now larger 
than 100MB. The Sci-Fi movie |, 
Robot, for example, was an 800MB 
download only a few days after its 
release in the US. 

Of course, BitTorrent isnt the only 
avenue for this, but is unquestionably 
the most convenient for larger files. 
Users download based on the 
amount they upload, sharing the load 
to provide faster connections as more 
and more people hook into the 


system. This has come in very useful 
for legitimate software distribution as 
well as “aah... Jim lad” downloads, 
with many websites now able to 
offer demos and other large files 
without being crippled by popularity. 
Notably, BitTorrent creator Bram Cohen 
was recruited by Half-Life creators 
Valve presumably to improve its own 
file-sharing distribution app, Steam. 
The catch is that while P2P has 
many valid uses — most recently, the 
Bibster (www.bibster.com) system 
for tracking down bibliographic 
information — its always going to be 
its illegal side that makes the 
headlines. The more people that get 
involved with this side of things, the 
less likely it is that they get tagged — 
and every service moves further and 
further from a central, easy-to-knock 
out source. The simple fact is that 
people want to share and will 
continue to do so regardless of legal 
implications. Meanwhile, the success 
of services like Apple iTunes, and the 
fact that P2P still hasn't been 
conclusively blamed for having a 
negative impact on sales, suggests 
that it's time for affected industries to 
begin looking for ways to take 
advantage of this new market. It's not 
as if they have much choice in the 
matter. — Richard Cobbett 





...Market research group IDC reported this 
month that PC sales are showing double-digit 
growth. The stats reveal that 39.7 million PCs 
were shipped worldwide in Q2 2004, a figure up 
15 per cent on Q1. Dell remains the biggest 
supplier, followed by HP and IBM, with demand 
driven by a need to replace ageing systems... 
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... After HD-DVD beat rival format Blu-Ray to be 
DVD's successor, Microsoft has announced that it 
will be supporting HD-DVD technology in 
Longhorn. But with Longhorn not due to go into 
Beta until late 2005 and HD-DVD wasy behind 
Blu-Ray in terms of product development, don't 
expect to see any products any time soon... 


... The Internet Corporation for Assigned Names 
and Numbers (ICANN) has announced that it's 
ready to start dishing out IP addresses using the 
new IPv6 Internet protocol. The protocol will see 
two extra numbers added to IP addresses — 
192.168.65.89.128.9, for example. Japan, Korea 
and France will be the first to benefit. 














Killing PDAs with HDD-phones 


HP breathes life back into the PDA with four new handhelds, but is it fighting a losing battle? 


espite analyst predictions that the PDA is 

doomed, HP unveiled a bold line-up of 
new handhelds this month. Revamped and 
redesigned, with a sharply-angled chassis, the 
hx4700 spearheads a fresh assault on the 
organiser market, featuring Intel's fastest 
PXA270 processor (624MHz), a 4in VGA 
display, 135MB of RAM, and dual SD/CF 
expansion slots. Alongside it, the lower- 
specced rx3415 and the rz1715 models hit the 
cheaper market segments. The rx3715 boasts a 
built-in digital camera and an accompanying 
multimedia software bundle; the rz1710 is a 
bare-bones starter diary. 

Like Sony before it, HP seems to be making 
an effort to distance its products from the 
unfashionable ‘PDA and ‘organiser’ tags. 
Instead, it would like you to think of them as 
‘Mobile Media Companions’ — digital audio 
and video players first, electronic diaries a 
distant second. But even the flagship hx4700 
is eclipsed by the high-end, high-priced h6340. 
This all-in-one communicator combines PDA 
and GSM/GPRS mobile functionality into a 
slick Xda-a-like package. But unlike 02's 
award-winning device, it also incorporates 
802.11b Wi-Fi to take advantage of VoIP 
telephony where available. 

There's a feeling that the converged h6340, 
which is a smartphone in all but name, 
represents the future of the PDA 
form factor. Admittedly, today’s 





speed Internet connectivity. Today's 
smartphones are already blazing a trail. If you 
own a Sony Ericsson P900, you don't need a 
separate MP3 player, as the integrated Music 
Player is capable of playing MP3s and WMAs. 
You don't need a stand-alone portable video 
player either. With a copy of VirtualDub and 


multi-talented mobiles can't match “WHAT REALLY HOLDS THE 


the power or usability of a device 


that's dedicated to one purpose. SMARTPHONE BACK IS A LACK 


Stand-alone MP3 players offer 

better playback options and 

storage; digital cameras have far 

better picture quality. But if you 

have to carry one device around with you, just 
one, chances are it will be your mobile phone. 


A question of storage 

Technological change and convergence will 
drive the mobile phone to become a powerful 
(but initially expensive) super gadget, capable 
of communication and calendaring, music and 
video playback, digital photography and high- 


OF STORAGE SPACE.” 


PVAuthor, video can be encoded and resized 
to fit the 208x320 pixel widescreen. 

But flexibility isn't the problem — what 
really holds the smartphone back is a lack of 
storage. The average smartphone just doesn't 
have enough memory to cope with the 
multimedia demands placed upon it. Even 
HP's new h6340 only has 55MB of its internal 
RAM free for file hoarding. This is ideal for 


HP's new h6340 represents the future of the mobile phone — a combo diary/MP3 player/mini PC and TV. 





Internet, email and PIM-related functions, but 
it's nowhere near roomy enough if you want 
to store a couple of episodes of The Bill 
alongside two of your favourite albums and an 
array of digital photos. True, the capacity of 
flash memory cards is slowly increasing. But 
256MB and 512MB cards don't offer enough 
file space and a 1GB SD card will currently cost 
you around £150. 


The HDD-Phone 

But what if your mobile phone had 4GB of 
embedded storage? Toshiba is on the verge of 
rolling out a new 0.85in 3,600rpm hard disk 
drive — the tiny HDD is a quarter the size of its 
1.8in model and expected to sample in 2GB 
and 4GB capacities. Such a generous memory 
allocation would enable the smartphone to 
finally realise its full potential as a viable 
multimedia device. But, enticing as this 
prospect is, analysts warn early adopters not 
to get too excited about an ‘HDD-phone’. “Cost, 
size, and power consumption are prohibitive 
factors,” suggested an IDC spokesman. In 
short: what good is a phone that can do 
everything if it's cursed with a battery life of 
less than two hours? 

So, for now, the PDA survives. As does the 
MP3 player, the low-end digital camera, the 
Dictaphone and the portable video player. But 
the smartphone has the technological 
potential to kill off each of these stand-alone 
devices one by one. To save itself in the long 
run, the PDA needs to follow a similar multi- 
functional route. It needs to expand its core 
Capabilities and storage capacity until the lines 
between organiser and mobile phone have 
blurred to such an extent that we forget where 
one device ends and the other begins. 

— Dean Evans 
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Could copyright laws 


MICROSOFT 





kill off the iPod? 





Attempts to regulate P2P networks in the U.S. may have 
unforeseen consequences for portable digital devices 


recently tabled U.S. bill, 
would, if passed in its 

original form, radically extend 
copyright law by banning P2P 
file-sharing networks and some 
consumer electronics devices, 
like the iPod, because they could 
be used for unlawful purposes. 

The ‘Inducing Infringement of 
Copyrights Act’ (IICA) proposes 
that ‘whoever intentionally 
induces any violation’ of 
copyright law would be legally 
liable for those violations. It's a 
prohibition that would effectively 
criminalise P2P file-swapping 
networks like KaZaA and 
eDonkey. Inducement is defined 
as ‘aids, abets, induces, counsels, 
or procures’ and can be punished 
with civil fines and, in some 
circumstances, prison terms. 

Senator Orrin Hatch, who co- 
authored the controversial 1998 
Digital Millennium Copyright Act, 
has introduced the IICA Bill. It 
represents the latest legislative 
attempt by copyright holders to 
address what they view as the 
growing threat of P2P networks 
riddled with pirated music, 
movies and software. 

Many critics are concerned by 
the Act's very broad definitions, 
which they view as being 





THE MONTH IN NEWS 


A war of words erupted between Apple and 
RealNetworks this month, after RealNetworks 
developed a ‘Harmony’ program to transfer 
songs from its own service to Apple's iPod. 
Angry Apple said: “RealNetworks has adopted 
the tactics of a hacker to break into the iPod.” 
Fair enough, but won't this sell more iPods? 
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deliberately vague. So vague, in 
fact, that it might also be risky to 
develop technologies that could 
be used for copyright violation or 
to compliment said technologies 
in any way. The way it stands 
now, a favourable P2P software 
review in PC Plus could constitute 
an inducement to infringe 
copyright. The same could apply 
to Apple's ‘Rip, Mix, Burn’ ad 
campaign for the iPod, CD/DVD 
burners, multimedia programs 
such as ShowShifter, and 
perhaps even back-up software. 
Should we be concerned? Not 
for the moment. The bill has 
caused a storm of protest in the 
U.S. and 42 tech companies, 
including Google, Yahoo and 
Intel, have signed a letter 
denouncing the proposed 
legislation. They claim that IICA 
will stifle innovation and drive 
technology overseas. Another 
problem facing the Bill is that 
most P2P networks are based 
outside the U.S. and are far 
beyond the reach of U.S. justice. 
Similarly most consumer 
electronics are manufactured in 
the Far East. But even if the IICA 
fails, it won't be the last attempt 
to impose weighty copyright 
protection. — Roger Gann 


Carrying MP3s on 
an iPod could be 
seen as violating 
copyright law. 


... Despite the launch of Windows Mobile 2003 
Second Edition, PDA powerhouses Dell and HP 
are still refusing to offer software upgrades for 
their older handhelds. The blunt message to 
owners of HP h19xx, h22xx, h38xx, h39xx, h41xx, 
and h5xxx series PDAs, and Dell Axim X5 and 
X3s seems to be: “buy a new organiser.” 


After Service 
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Microsoft's Steve Ballmer believes that the mass market is 
dead. But if this is true, what is he going to do about it? 


indows runs on 600 million 

desktops these days and 
Microsoft sells more new software 
licenses each month than ever 
before. But as far as they're 
concerned, the mass market is dead. 
Steve Ballmer told the Microsoft 
Worldwide Partner Conference in 
Toronto that dividing the business 
market by the size of businesses just 
doesnt work, and a better measure 
is how many servers they have. “The 
real difference is not the number of 
employees — it's the complexity of 
the IT they require.” 

Ballmer was poetic and pragmatic 
about the challenge of open source. 
‘Are you a bard? Are you a fool? Do 
you compete here? Do you compete 
there?” he declaimed to assembled 
partners, and promised to make 
Microsoft the best choice to work 
with. He dismissed IBMs approach to 
its partners and the philosophical 
differences, concentrating on “better 
products that enable better total cost 
of ownership, better services, more 
applications, better security. Theres 
nothing magic about competing with 
Linux on the desktop or the server. 
The question is: do we have a better 
value proposition or don't we?” 

The cynics would say no. But in 
bullish mood, Microsoft wheeled out 


its Success stories — from developers 
preferring NET to J2EE, and SOL 
Server outselling IBM (apart from on 
mainframes) to MSN becoming 
profitable and Xbox out-shipping the 
PS2 in April. Security improvements in 
Windows XP Service Pack 2 got plenty 
of coverage, but Mike Nash also 
showed a security roadmap: 
promising Internet Security and 
Acceleration Server and improved 
patching technology this year; 
Windows Update Services, MOM and 
the network quarantine in Windows 
Server R2 next year. 

Generally enthusiastic, partners 
liked the extra investment and online 
marketing tools. The big worry was 
competition not from Linux but from 
Microsoft Consulting. As well as 
having every country buy as many 
business tools from Microsoft as 
Denmark does, Ballmer calls Novell 
NetWare and Lotus Notes customers 
ripe for migration and blames IBM for 
not having a clear strategy. “l don't 
know what IBM thinks they're doing: 
even we have never been that 
confusing about what customers 
are supposed to do’. 

— Mary Branscombe 







“The candidate lost, but the 


campaign won” 
Former Howard Dean campaign 
manager Joe Trippi on the amazing 


web campaign... that led to less 


than spectacular results. 


Icon, you 


comprehend? 


Tired of being taken for a ride every time you 
buy a new CD-ROM? So's Richard. 


here are certain quotations that merit being tattooed 

on peoples heads, especially where big business is 
concerned. Take this little gem from Mahatma Gandhi: “A 
customer is the most important visitor on our premises. 
He is not dependent on us. We are dependent on him. 
He is not an interruption in our work. He is the purpose 
of it. He is not an outsider in our business. He is part of it. 
We are not doing him a favour by serving him. He is 
doing us a favour by giving us an opportunity to do so.” 

Not to be blunt, but the computing world has spun off 
the rails, gone out of control and crashed straight into 
Cloud Cuckoo Land — a paranoia-fuelled world where 
businesses often wake up to find themselves waging war 
on their own customers, 
building binary Berlin 
Walls with poorly 
considered laws and 
draconian Digital 
Restrictions Management 
technology. Oh, and it's 
your fault as a customer 
for potentially being a 
pirate. We need to fix this now. It's for everyone's benefit. 

EULAs — End User License Agreements — are a perfect 
example of the problem. They‘re utterly, totally and 
completely worthless. They're written in 100 per cent 
legalese, go on for pages of mumbo-jumbo, and the 
average user doesn't know the legal difference between, 
“You represent and warrant that You will not modify, 
translate, reverse engineer, decompile, or disassemble the 
Software,” and “We may claim yon first born Childe” in 
any event. Do end-users ever read it? Not a chance. And 
do the pirates care? Do they hell. They're as much use as 
laxative bath salts, and offer pretty much the same result. 

The industry would have us believe that education 
is the answer. Rubbish. Pirates know precisely what 
they're doing, and casual users aren't going to care about 
sob stories from multi-billion dollar conglomerates, 
especially when it's the same MBDCs who are taking 
every opportunity to shaft them with everything from high 
prices to mandatory registration. 

No, what's needed is transparency. We need to have 
everybody on the same page; establish a firm, fair base 
to work from and go forward from there, rather than the 
current corporate-biased grandstanding, questionable 
Statistics and flat-out hostility towards customers. 

The Creative Commons project (www. 
creativecommons.org) offers a perfect example. It 
specialises in producing customised licences for creative 
works, giving artists the ability to distribute their work, or 


“IT'S YOUR FAULT AS A 
CUSTOMER FOR POTENTIALLY 
BEING A PIRATE...” 


Richard Cobbett 


richard.cobbett@futurenet.co.uk 


Richard believes that the best 
kind of licence is a license to 
kill. If nothing else, it'd be a 
great encouragement to 
Technical Support types 





make it available for commercial purposes without losing 
overall control. The actual licence itself consists of a 
mound of standard-issue legalese but, crucially, nobody 
ever has to read it. Instead, the end-user simply gets a 
series of easy to follow icons that explain each CC- 
licensed work's specific rules and regulations. You may 
distribute this. You may charge money and do whatever 
else the creator may have specified. 

This is precisely what we need in the software 
industry. Even a can of baked beans comes with a list of 
ingredients, and the gaming industry already makes use 
of ‘PEGI’ ratings (www.pegi.info) to inform customers 
what they're going to find in their copy of Unreal 
Tournament. The BSA — which cites consumer education 
as one of its primary missions — and fellow industry 
groups, need to standardise on a set of marks for 
software products. 

Using standard 
icons, a new 
customer would be 
able to see the 
terms of use, the 
support provided by 
the company, and 
how the software is 
protected. All of this information is already available in the 
EULA — the only real argument against putting it into such 
a digestible form is that people might actually read it. If 
the resulting icons look draconian, sos the licence. Period. 
Why waste time and money covering it up? If a particular 
restriction makes a difference, surely you want everyone 
to know about it. If it doesn't, it shouldn't be there in the 
first place. Chop it. Easy, yes? 

The real beauty of such an open system is that it has 
benefits for both company and consumer. What easier 
way could there be to show that you can run your new 
copy of Microsoft Office on your desktop and laptop 
simultaneously, or that the entire family can enjoy the 
latest Video on CD package? 

For honourable companies, it even has branding 
possibilities, highlighting the fact that you can legally use 
your copy of Microsoft Office on your laptop as well as 
your main machine, or that any built-in product activation 
will automatically deactivate at the end of 2005, deterring 
pirates while reassuring customers that they won't be 
affected in the long-term. 

Piracy will always be a problem, and nobody's saying 
that companies should just lie down and take it, but their 
primary job is to serve the customer, not dispense justice 
against the forces of darkness. The customer may not 
always be right, and it’s simplistic to suggest that they 
are — but they're not the enemy. The sooner everybody 
realises this, the sooner we can all get back to sanity. 


Is Linux starting to hit the big time? Two more 
confirmed it will be launching a version of its 
with either SuSE or Mandrake Linux 9.1. (2) 


Motorola is lining up a new Linux-powered 
smartphone, the A780... 


... Anandtech (www.anandtech.com) suggested 
reasons why the answer may be yes: (1) HP has this month that Intel's dual-core plans would 
include a PGA775 NetBurst CPU inspired by the 
nx5000 Centrino notebook in the U.S., preloaded old P4. Dubbed ‘Smithfield’, the planned chip 
will probably debut in 2005 alongside Intel's 
next-generation Glenwood and Lakeport 
platforms, replacing the 915 and 925 chipsets... 


... Reports suggest that manufacturing problems 
will delay Intel's 4GHz P4 until 2005. It's the 
latest in a long line of manufacturing problems 
at Intel, causing CEO Craig Barrett to issue an 
open letter to the company’s 80,000 employees 
warning: “this is not the Intel we know and that 
is not acceptable.” 
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TV - The PMC won't record 
direct from a video source, but 
you can download shows from 
your PC and watch them on the 
move, as long as they're not 
encoded in DivX. 


Pictures — You have the 
option of either viewing 
JPEGs individually, or creating 
a slideshow as a backdrop 
to your music, just like in the 
full version of XP MCE. 


Creative Zen Portable Media Center 


L 
R 





Music — Both WMA and MP3 
files are supported here, with 
an extensive filing system, 
making navigation a simple 
and intuitive process. 


Video - DRM management 
prevents the copying of most 
DVD movies, but Microsoft 
promises that PMCfriendly 
content, such as news and 
sport highlights, is on the way. 





Microsoft's answer to mobile multimedia playback finally hits the market. But there are limitations... 


ew of this year's new technologies have 

been as eagerly anticipated amongst the 
general public as Microsoft's Portable Media 
Center. With MP3 players (especially Apple's 
iPod) considered the fashion accessory of the 
21st century, the idea of an equally desirable 
device that can also play back video and display 
photographs, has really fired the imagination. 

Creative's Zen is the first Portable Media 
Center (PMC) to appear. It will be followed by 
releases from Samsung in the winter, and iRiver 
early next year. These devices differ in their 
design — Creative's effort is reminiscent of the 
old Atari Lynx, its black casing contrasting 
strongly with the more Game Boy-like rivals. 
But in terms of the underlying Windows Mobile 
software, they're identical. 


Long lasting, poor compatibility? 

As you'd expect from Microsoft, emphasis has 
been put on ease-of-use. Navigation between 
music, video and photographs is intuitive, and 
the ability to list by name, genre, title or artist 
takes the hassle out of searching for your tracks. 
Audio is provided through either the surprisingly 
powerful stereo speakers, or the standard 
headphone socket, while images are displayed 
on a clear 320x240 LCD screen. Alternatively, 


you can connect the PMC to a TV via composite 
cables for bigger-screen viewing. For mobile 
use, Creative promises a battery life up to seven 
hours for video, and 22 hours for music, 
although we weren't given time to test this. 

This first model provides 20GB of storage 
space, which doesn’t sound like much in 
comparison with the latest external hard drives. 
This is far from the most severe of our concerns, 
though. Unlike the Archos AV400, reviewed in 
this issue on page 54, the PMC doesn't have the 
ability to record direct from a video source. 
Instead, you have to download your favourite 
programmes from your 
PC via USB 2.0. This is 
quite a blatant attempt 
to force people towards 
the more static version 
of Media Center. 

But by far the most 
worrying problem 
concerns file format 
compatibility. If this 
device is to take off, it 
needs to play back 
anything and everything 
that people want it to, 
and this PMC doesn't. 





Playback comes purely in WMA, MP3, WMV and, 
JPEG, with formats such as AVI, MPEG1 and 2, 
WAV and ASF converted appropriately. Notably 
absent from this list are DivX and Xvid — both 
hugely popular compressed formats. Microsoft 
has admitted that third parties will technically 
be able to produce software for these two 
unsupported file types, but the likelihood of this 
actually happening is as yet unclear. For more 
information, see: www.europe.creative.com. 

— Russell James 


Will the PMC make the MP3 player obsolete? 


albums 


arsts 


geamless lor the People 
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...Microsoft has quietly opened up a trial of its 
Web Messenger service (http://webmessenger. 
msn.com), which enables MSN access via a web 
browser and without the MSN Messenger client 
software. It's not a new idea, but the web angle 
will be ideal for businesses where messaging 
clients are banned due to security concerns... 
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... Sony has announced that it will incorporate 
Blu-Ray technology into its next-generation 
console, the PlayStation 3. Despite losing out to 
HD-DVD in the fight to become the successor to 
DVD, Sony already has a Blu-Ray device on the 
market capable of playing BD-ROMs with a disc 
Capacity of around 25GB... 


... The most relaxed attitudes to dress are in 
technology and computing firms, reported Sky 
News this month. Such firms increasingly 
believe that relaxing the dress code in the 
workplace improves productivity. Consequently, 
this story has been written in a pair of faded 
FCUK jeans and a Red Herring shirt. 


An Eastern Eye 


High-tech products making a name for themselves in the Far East 


Let's Music Bird Canon flower speakers 

(£26 to £260) 

In Day of the Triffids, John Wyndham’ intelligent 
plants were known not for their ability to emit 
music, but for a nasty penchant for eating people. 
Thankfully, the fruit of the deranged minds at Let's 
Corporation in Nagoya is a lot less injurious. The 
product is really a range of vases, in the base of 
which sit vibrating driver mechanisms that can be 
attached to, for example, a standard music player. 
The sides of the vessel are made of acrylic, which 
conduct the sound waves to and through any flora 
touching them. The result? Beautiful music seeping 
from petals and leaves as if by magic. 


NEC N9OOiL mobile phone (£184) 

NTT DoCoMos 3G FOMA network was really the 
obvious place for manufacturers to experiment with 
Wi-Fi-toting handsets, particularly as FOMA is 
targeted at business users. Even without the Wi-Fi, 
the 900iL Is an attractive mobile, with a 2MP 
camera and an intriguing Linux-based OS. Given 
the need to protect profits, its hardly surprising that 
DoCoMo doesnit allow the handset to function as a 
standard VoIP phone on regular open hotspots. It 
can only use the company’s own Passage Duple 
system, which necessitates a dedicated server. Still, 
its only a matter of time before we see domestic 
dual-mode mobiles shaking things up a bit. 





J. Mark Lytle 


jmark.lytle@futurenet.co.uk 


Mark lives in Tokyo 
to be closer to the 
love of his life — Natto 





Fujitsu Pocket Loox v70 PDA (£395) 

While the death of the PDA has been widely 
predicted for about ten years in the West, the 
pumped-up organisers never really took off in 
Japan, which makes it surprising that Fujitsu should 
choose to launch something of a power tool on 
the local market now that smartphones are just 
arriving. Aside from running on Windows Mobile 
2003 Second Edition, the crisp 3.7in screen and the 
1.3MP camera make fine tech bedfellows for the 
520MHz Intel CPU and onboard 802.11b. 128MB of 
RAM, half that on ROM, 13 hours of juice in the tank 
and dual card slots (CompactFlash and SD) 
complete the package. 





ATI Mobility Radeon 9800 





ATI's 9700 mobile GPU was fast, but get a load of the limited edition 9800. 


Tl recently announced another heavyweight 

addition to its Mobility Radeon series — the 
Mobility Radeon 9800 or M18 Visual Processing 
Unit (VPU). Derived from the company’s current 
R420 architecture, as used in the desktop Radeon 
X800 card, its unarguably the fastest graphics 
processor available for a laptop. It's also by far the 
biggest graphics processor available for a laptop! 
Few machines, bar the chunkiest of desktop 
replacement systems, can accommodate it. 

In purely technical terms, opting for a 9800 over 
a 9/00 certainly seems to be worth it. Compared to 


the 9/00 series VPU, which boasted 60million 
transistors, the 9800 crams 110million onto the 
130nm silicon slice. The 9800 has a lower core 
clock speed than the 9700 as a result (350MHz 
compared to 446MkHz), but it doesn’t make a jot of 
difference to the performance. Crucially, while the 
9600 and 9/00 VPUs have four-pixel pipelines and 
two vertex pipes, the 9800 boasts eight-pixel 
pipelines and four vertex pipes. Stacked with 
256MB of video memory, the new 9800 model is a 
serious Step up. 

In our tests, we pitched a 34GHz Pentium 4 with 


ATI Mobility Radeon 9800 3D graphics performance 


GPUs tested with 3DMark 2003 at 1,024x768 pixels 
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MobilityRadeon9700 | 
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1GB RAM and a 9/00 VPU, against a similar system 
with a 9800 VPU. With scores of 17104 in 3DMark 
2001SE and 5,397 in 3DMark 2003, the 9800 posts a 
54 per cent increase in performance over the 9/00, 
which scored 12,159 and 3,508 respectively. With 
Intels Centrino-sequel ‘Sonoma’ delayed until 2005, 
theres little prospect of PCI Express graphics in a 
mobile system unless a manufacturer builds a 
machine based around a 915 or 925X motherboard. 
Right now, the Mobility Radeon 9800 gives laptops 
the visual punch that's equivalent to a desktop PC 
with a Radeon 9800 Pro installed. 

Now the bad news... Only Dell will be supplying 
the 9800 in its new XPS portables, so its impact will 
be limited. See www.ati.com for more info. 


Proving that Peer-to-Peer networking 
technology isn’t just confined to 
music swappers and movie pirates, 
website www-sp2torrent.com offers 
Microsoft's Service Pack 2 for 
fast download. 
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5 INTERMEDIATE 
A bit of API ‘black magic’ 
this month 


Visual Studio .NET, 
C#Builder or another C# 
development tool, the 
MS C# compiler, the NET 
1.1 framework 


Any files you need to 
complete this Masterclass 
are on the SuperDisc 
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Part Two 


Previewing an 
animation in 

the Display 
Properties dialog 





This month, Huw Collingbourne explains how to display a 


miniature preview of a screensaver in the 


t's easy to program a very basic screensaver. It’s 
Oo more difficult to program a screensaver that 

works like the ones that come with Windows. 
One of the more mysterious features of a Windows 
screensaver is its ability to display a miniature preview 


of itself in the Desktop Display Properties dialog. This 
month, we'll find out how this is done. 





We'll continue developing the concentric circle animation 
we programmed last month as a base. Remember that, in 
order to use this as a screensaver, it has to be renamed by 
changing the file extension from .EXE to SCR and then 
copying it into the \Windows\Systems2 directory. Now, 
when you right-click the Windows desktop and pop up the 
Display Properties dialog, you'll be able to select this 
animation from the list in the Screensaver page. 

As we explained last month, when a screensaver runs, 
various arguments are passed to it and its up to the 
programmer to ensure that the screensaver responds 
appropriately to each. The ‘/s’ argument indicates that the 
screensaver should run in full-screen mode. This occurs 
either when the user presses the Preview button in the 
Display Properties dialog, or when the screensaver runs after 
a predefined interval. The argument ‘/c’ indicates that the 
Settings button has been clicked. In next month's PC Plus, 
we'll respond to this by displaying a configuration dialog. 
Finally, the ‘/p’ argument is sent when the Screensaver 
page is active in the Display Properties dialog. This argument 


Display Properties 
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To adjust monitor power settings and save energy, 


. click Power. 


| Power... | 


This month's main task has been to find a way of displaying a 
miniature view of our screensaver in the Windows Display 
Properties dialog, which is shown here. 








Display Properties dialog 


is followed by a second argument, an integer, which Is the 
handle to the Screensaver Preview window. In this 
instalment, we'll find out how to use that handle to obtain 
the graphics surface of the Preview window and display our 
animation on this. 


E Laying the foundations Before we get down to the 
hard work, theres a certain amount of preparation that 
needs to be done. Load the Scrsave.sin solution to view our 
code. First of all, we need to have some ‘flags’ that will 
indicate the mode the screensaver is running in. There are 
three possibilities: full-screen mode, configuration mode or 
preview mode. I've called these three modes ‘saver’, ‘config’ 
and ‘preview’. You'll see that I've declared these modes as 
an enum called RunMode in a separate module named 
Globals.cs. The Globals() constructor has been made private 
to ensure that no objects can be instantiated from this class. 

Turn to the Forml.cs module. Towards the top of the 
Forml class, you'll see that I've declared a variable named 
‘un’ which is of the type Globals.RunMode, and this is 
assigned the default value of Globals.RunMode.saver. This 
can be assigned other values during code execution to 
indicate that one of the other modes is active. You'll see 
that I've also declared an IntPtr named pHwnd. In .NET, 
the IntPtr type is used either to represent a pointer or a 
handle. In this project, it will be assigned the handle to 
the Preview window. 

Notice the two DLLImport attributes. As with other 
attributes in NET, the DLLImport attribute is placed between 
square brackets. This specifies the name of the DLL to be 
imported, and various other optional arguments such as 


Display Properties 


Themes || Desktop | Screen Saver | Appearance || Settings 











Wait: | 40'S} minutes [ ]On resume, password protect 


To adjust monitor power settings and save energy., 


click Power. 
| Power... | 








We've still to add a configuration dialog. If you press the Settings 
button at the moment, this message pops up. Press [ALT]+[F4] to 
stop the screensaver. 
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For the sake of 
simplicity, we hide 
the main form at 
start-up by setting its 
Opacity property to 0 
per cent. Setting it to 


Notice that this function is declared as extern. The extern 
modifier indicates that the implementation of the method is 
external to the C# code. The static modifier indicates that 
this value cannot be instantiated as an object. This is a 

necessary ‘fix’ when dealing with the non-object oriented, 

100 per cent makes ; 

Localizable i= it fully visible. non-memory managed world of the Win32 API. For an 

=m explanation of static values as declared within C# classes, 
refer to the box, ‘Static Members’. We'll be using the two 
imported functions shortly. 


Formi System.Windows.Forms.Form 
Be | 2+ ||| 7 | E 

ImeMode 

IsMdiContainer False 


KeyPreview False 
Language (Default) 


You might want to experiment 
with previewing other types of 
screensaver animation. For 
instance, you could adapt the 
bouncing bitmap from last 
month's project. If you do so, 
you will need to scale the 
bitmap to fit into the preview 
window. Try experimenting 
with the StretchBit() function 








MaximizeBox True 
MaximumSize 0,0 

Menu (none) 

MinimizeBox True 
MinimumSize 0,0 


Opacity 65% 
RightToLeft No 
ShowlInTaskbar True 
Size 496, 440 
SizeGripStyle Auto 
SnapToGrid True 
StartPosition WindowsDefaultLocation 
Tag 
Text Formi 
Opacity 


Determines how opaque or transparent the form is; 0% is 
transparent, 100% is opaque. 





A Previewing the screensaver Scroll down to the 
Main() function, which is where the execution of this 
application begins. As explained last month, command line 
arguments are passed by the Windows program that runs 
screensavers. The Main() function receives these arguments 
as the string array, args. If the argument “/p” is among these, 
then we have the option of displaying the screensaver as a 
miniature preview. The argument following “/p" is an integer 


which we explained last 
month. You could also try to 
create patterns of dots, 
squares or ‘wandering lines’. 
We still need a configuration 
dialog too. See if you can work 
out how to add that yourself. 





PS Properties @ Dynamic Help | 


EntryPoint to specify the location of a function in a DLL. 
Following a Dillmport attribute, you must provide the name 
and arguments for the imported function as it will be used 
in your code. If the C# function name is the same as the 
imported function name, you dont need to specify an 
EntryPoint argument. If you choose to use a different 
name for the imported function, the EntryPoint argument 
is obligatory. In the following declaration, the EntryPoint 
argument could be omitted, but I've chosen to use it 


for clarity: 


[DllImport (“user32.DLL” , EntryPoint="IsWindowVis 


ible”) ] 
private static extern bool 
IsWindowVisible (IntPtr hWnd) ; 


that provides the handle to the Display Properties Preview 
window. We parse this and use it to initialise our IntPtr 


variable, pHwnd, to provide the handle to the preview 
window. Then we set our RunMode variable, run, to 
RunMode.preview, so that other methods in this unit 
know they need to take actions necessary to preview the 
animation. You can optionally display message boxes 
here and elsewhere in this project as a debugging aid, to 
show details of the running mode when the screensaver 
is used. Naturally, these should be removed when the 
screensaver is complete. 


The animation itself is updated with each tick of the 
Timer object that was placed on the form at design time. 


Find the timerl._ Tick() method. This checks to see if the 


RunMode, run, is RunMode.preview. If so, it executes a block 
of code to display the miniature preview, otherwise the ‘else’ 
block executes to display the animation as full-screen. 

We'll concentrate on the previewing code. This starts by 


Stopping the screensaver 


To stop a screensaver, you need to be able to respond to keyboard and mouse events 


It's all very well getting your screensaver 
running but you also have to provide a 
method of dismissing it. Last month, we 
did this in a crude way, employing a 
button that our user had to click. But real 
screensavers don't have buttons. Instead, 
they stop when the user presses a key, 
clicks a mouse button or moves the 
mouse. This month, we've coded this 
behaviour in our own application. 

Dealing with keyboard presses and 
mouse clicks is trivial. All you have to do 
is to use the properties panel in the form 
designer to create MouseDown and 
KeyDown event-handlers that test if the 
program is running in saver mode and, if 
so, exit the application. 


Handling the MouseMove event is a 
bit trickier. MouseMove events are 
happening constantly. A tiny vibration on 
your desk is enough to trigger one. If we 
close the application after even the 
smallest movement, it'll be almost 
impossible to get the screensaver running 
in the first place. We need to find a way 
to respond to relatively large mouse 
movements but to ignore very small 
ones. We've coded this behaviour in 
Form1_MouseMove(). 

Having first tested that we're running in 
saver mode, this obtains the current X 
and Y coordinates of the mouse from the 
MouseEventArgs argument, e. It tests if 
these values are different by more than 
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was processed. These old X and Y values 
are saved in the static variables, OldX and 
OldY, declared towards the top of Form1 
and initialised with the new X and Y 
values at the end of Form1_MouseMove(). 
Only if a movement of more than five 
pixels is detected does the application Maureu 
exit. Nothing is done if the values of OldX fax 
and OldY are both 0, to which they're Samer eee ee 
initialised at the outset. The end result is 

that the response to mouse movements 
has, in effect, been desensitised so that 





We have to code keyboard and 


only deliberate movements on the part of 
the user will cause the screensaver to be 
terminated. E 


mouse event-handlers so that 
the screensaver works correctly 
when an event occurs. 
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In our project, we call 
Application.Exit() when we 
want to end the program. 
Application is the name of a 
NET class that can be used to 
start and stop programs and 
threads and to process 
Windows messages. In 
addition to the standard Run 
method, there's also a version 
that starts an application 
without creating a form. The 
Application class provides a 
number of other methods and 
properties. 


Next month we'll add a 
configuration dialog to the 
animation and put finishing 
touches to our screensaver. 





This ‘stop’ cursor has been 
provided by the Cursors.No 
property. There are many other 
properties for other cursors. 
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Configuration: |Active(Debug) x] Platform: [active(.NET) ~] 


(@ Common Properties 
& Configuration Properties 


Configuration Manager... | 





|E Debuggers a 
Enable ASP Debugging False 
Enable ASP.NET Debugging False 
Enable Unmanaged Debugging False 
Enable SQL Debugging False 
El Start Action 
Debug Mode Project 


Start Page 

El Start Options 

| Command Line Arguments /c J 
Working Directory 
Always Use Internet Explorer True 

[L Enable Damota Dahuanina — Eala — 


p „P. | 
Command Line Arguments 


Indicates command line arguments to be called when running the program. 
This optionis valid when ‘Debug Mode' is set to ‘Project’ or Program’. 


cect | oo |_ ow 


Use the Project Properties dialog to debug command line 
arguments. You won't be able to debug the /p argument, 
however, as this requires a valid window handle. 




















using our imported function, IsWindowVisible(), to check that 
the Preview window designated by the handle, pHwnd, is 
currently displayed. Only when it is do we attempt to display 
the miniature animation. First the Graphics object, g, is 
initialised to the preview window. This is done by calling our 
GraphicsOfWin() function that’s just above timerl_Tick(). This 
function simply calls our other imported function, 
GetClientRect(), passing it the handle to the Preview window 
and a rectangle structure as specified by Microsofts Win32 
API documentation. Note: we've specifically had to create a 
rectangle structure of the type RECT, whose definition can 

be found towards the top of this unit. 

Now that it’s initialised the Graphics object, g, to the 
graphics surface of the preview window, timerl_Tick() 
clears its background, fills it with the background colour of 
the main form and calls DrawCircles(g) to perform the 
animation. Scroll up to find DrawCircles(). This method 
simply draws animated circles on to the Graphics object g. 


Changing the cursor 





You'll find a number of static 
declarations in this month’s 
code. As the name suggests, 
static members stay put! 


This works equally well with any Graphics object so the 
same method is also used to draw circles onto the main 
form when the animation is shown at full-screen. 
However, in order to position the animation correctly and 
restart it when It hits the edge of the Graphics surface, 
DrawCircles() draws each ellipse at coordinates given by 
the variables, EX, EY, EX2 and EY2. These obviously need 
to have different values when the animation is shown in 
the Preview screen than when its shown full-screen. The 
InitCircle() method, called after each ellipse is drawn, 
calculates the values of the upper left-hand coordinates 
by finding the visible boundaries, VisibleClipBounds, of the 
graphics surface and dividing by two. InitCircle() is also 
called when the application is first run in Forml_Load(). 
Once again, this examines the RunMode variable, run, to 
determine which action to take. 


E Hiding and showing the form Naturally, when the 
screensaver runs as full-screen, we need to display its 
form. It is upon the form that the animation occurs. But 
when the Preview is running in the Display Properties 
window, the main form shouldnt appear. One way of 
accomplishing this would be to hide the form using the 
Hide() method in Form1_Load(). However, this has the 
side-effect of causing a brief flicker on-screen as the 
form is first shown and then hidden. 

In this project, I've dealt with this problem in a slightly 
sneakier way. I've set the form's Opacity property to 0 
by default so that its hidden from the outset. It remains 
0 if the run variables equals RunMode.preview. 
Otherwise, it's set to 100 to show the completely 
opaque form. 

Actually, implementing a non-visual Timer takes a 
good deal more effort than tinkering with the opacity of 
the form, which explains why, for the time being anyway, 
I've gone for the easiest option! PCP 


Arrows, crosses and stop signs — there are cursors for all occasions 


We want to hide the cursor while a 
screensaver is running. When it stops 
running, we want to make the cursor 
visible again. This is simply done using 
methods of the Cursor class. In the 
Form1_Load() method we call Cursor. 
Hide() when the screensaver runs. In 
the Form1_KeyDown() and Form1_ 
MouseDown() methods, we call Cursor. 
Show() to display the cursor as the 
animation exits. Note: we do not create 
new objects of the Cursor class in order 
to hide and show the cursor, as the 
Hide() and Show() methods are static 
and can be applied to the current 
cursor. You can also construct new 
cursors and load custom graphics into 


them. An example of this is provided in 
the Visual Studio help entry for Cursor. 

In some circumstances, you may 
want to display different cursors 
according to what's happening in your 
application at any given moment. For 
example, while data is being loaded, 
you may want to display a ‘wait’ 
cursor; when some uninterruptible 
operation is taking place, you may 
want to display a ‘stop’ cursor. 

You can select one of a number of 
predefined cursors by assigning to 
Cursor one of the members of the 
Cursors class. The available members 
are Static read-only properties. They 
include standard cursor shapes such as 


Arrow, Cross and [Beam as well as 
AppStarting, which specifies the 
cursor’s visibility at the time the 
application is run, and Default, which 
specifies the normal cursor and is 
generally an arrow. 

In our code, we have provided an 
example of how to display a ‘stop’ 
cursor by assigning the Cursors.No 
property. To see this, comment out 
Cursor.Hide() and uncomment the 
following line in Form1_Load(): 


Cursor = Cursors.No; 


To restore the cursor you would just 
need to assign the Default cursor. W 


This series 
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5 INTERMEDIATE 
Assumes some familiarity 
with both NET and 
Win32 programming 
































A NET compatible C++ 
development system 
(such as Microsoft VS.NET) 


The user interface of the main demo 
program is simple. Just a couple of 
buttons for either sending or 
receiving a file via FTP. 
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C++ WORKSHOP 


Part Four 


File transfer 


(HTTP FTP etc) 





HTTP and FTP are the backbone of the web browsing process. This 
month, Dave Jewell looks at how to use them 


his month, we get stuck into file transfer 
D protocols such as FTP and HTTP Most developers 
appreciate the fact that FTP is all about 
transferring files over the Internet. What's perhaps a little 
less obvious is that the same is true of HTTP Each time a 
user browses a new website, they're transferring a HTML 
file from the server to their workstation using HTTP This 
month, we look specifically at how to use such tricks in 
your .NET applications. 





As you browse the Internet, moving from page to page and 
Site to site, its not instantly obvious that you're copying a 
HTML file from a web server to your browser. Each time you 
go to a new page, a new file is downloaded. The web 
protocol used to perform this feat is called HTTP — HyperText 
Transfer Protocol, and a website is essentially a HTTP server. 
This, of course, is why web addresses begin with ‘http:’. It's 
essentially defining the protocol to be used in the same way 
that the ‘mailto:’ prefix indicates a POP3 email address, and 
‘ftp’ denotes FTP (File Transfer Protocol). 

This month, were going to focus on the FIP protocol 
used for transferring files over the Internet. The NET 
framework library contains a huge array of classes for 
tackling many programming problems but, for some reason, 
Microsoft didn’t implement any FTP functionality. We'll 
look at a couple of ways of getting around this problem, 
but for this months project, were going to cheat and make 
use of a managed C++ assembly that | discovered at the 
excellent Code Project website (www.codeproject.com/ 
FTP_with_NET.asp). 

Tim Kohler’s project consists of two parts. Initially, theres 
the C++ assembly that works as an intermediary between 
the world of Win32 and your managed code application. 
Since this is, after all, a C++ article, this is the bit were really 
interested in! In addition to this assembly, Tim has written a 
demo application in C# that demonstrates how to make calls 
on the C++ assembly. We'll be replacing his demo program 
with our own, created using C++. 

But first, how does the C++ assembly manage to surface 
FTP functionality, bearing in mind that there arent any FTP- 
related classes in NET? The answer lies with Microsoft 
Foundation Classes (MFC). I'll be honest and admit that | 
loathe and detest MFC with a passion! 

Microsoft created the MFC library back in the early days 
of C++ programming (early days as far as the IBM PC is 
concerned). MFC was never a great programming toolkit, 
largely because it was a ‘thin’ layer on top of the Win32 API. 
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PC Plus FTP Demo Client 
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JEE] 
Get File | 
Cancel | 


EE] Get a file from the FTP Server 


| | 
fanonymous FTP Server Port: [21 





FTP Server Name: 
FTP User Name: 


FTP User Password: 


FTP File To Get: /debian/README 


Local File Destination : [C-\Documents and Settings\Dave\My Documents\README 
FTP Server Type 
@ Standard (© HP3000 


The main ‘Get File’ dialog asks for information, such as FTP server 
address, username, password, and so on, and also requests the 
full pathname of the file to be downloaded from the server. 





@ Binary © Text- ASCII 





[ə Transfer Mode 











Unlike Borland'’s far superior VCL framework, you were always 
very conscious that you were working with Windows: create 
a brush, select the brush into a device context, use the 
brush, remove the brush from the device context, delete 

the brush. In a nutshell: yuck! 


E The .NET connection Mercifully, the days of MFC are 
numbered, due in no small part to the arrival of NET. Only 
gold-plated masochists now use MFC for new application 
development. However, along the way, the MFC library 
accumulated a few gems and one of them was Its object- 
oriented encapsulation of the WinlNet library. More about 
this next month, but WinlNet provides a reasonably full- 
featured set of FTP client calls, and this is what gets wrapped 
up by Tims NET assembly. 

I've left Tims interop project as it is, resulting in a file 
called ‘FTP_Wrap.dll’. It's a larger file than were used to 
working with because a lot of ATL code (Active Template 
Library) is linked into it. For our demo application, I've started 
from scratch and rebuilt the demo using C++. Although we 
haven't got the space to finish the demo this month, we'll do 
so next time around. After all, since the whole thing is built 
on top of WinlNet, its relevant to next months subject too. 

Note: If you want to rebuild either the wrapper DLL or the 
demo program, you will need VS.NET 2003 or later. Load the 
project under VS.NET 2002, and you'll get an error indicating 
that this isn't a valid solution file. This is because Microsoft 
augmented the solution file format in VS.NET 2003. 

When you first start our demo application, you'll see a 
very basic user interface with just two buttons: one for 
sending and one for receiving files. This month, we'll look at 
the basics of receiving files and flesh out the user interface, 
tackling file sending next month. The main application 
window in our project (‘Form1’) is positioned in the centre of 
the screen and is the first window the user sees. Clicking the 
‘Get File’ button takes you to a more complex dialog where 
you need to fill in various details before you can retrieve a 
file from the remote server. 


A Specifying Server Details Initially, of course, you 
need to specify the name of the FTP server youre 
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This month’s project 
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managed C++ .NET 
assembly that forms a 
wrapper around a 
Win32 C++ class. 
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connecting to. lo keep things as simple as possible, the 
server name edit-box is pre-filled with the string ftp. 
uk.debian.org’. This is a local and reliable high-bandwidth 
server | just happened to use while testing out the demo 
project. Obviously, youre free to choose a different server if 
you want but do bear in mind the usual caveats about active 
versus passive connections. | was able to connect reliably to 
ftp.uk.debian.org with only the standard XP firewall installed. 
In a similar vein, the username box is pre-filled with 
anonymous’, indicating that we want anonymous FIP and 
the password is set to a suitably convincing email address! | 
don't recommend altering the FTP port setting (normally 21) 
because most FTP servers listen on that port for connections. 
Again, Just to make things as simple as possible, I've 
even pre-filled the filename box. This is the name of the file 
were attempting to retrieve from the remote server. Again, 
you can change this if you want, but the default setting is: 


. /debian/README 
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This is a small text file that were going to retrieve from the 
Debian server. Below the filename box, you'll see another 
text box: ‘Local File Destination’. This is where the remote file 
is downloaded to. The program is arranged in such a way 
that it defaults to storing retrieved files into your ‘My 
Documents’ area but, as ever, you can Store the file 
anywhere you want. 

You'll notice two ellipsis-buttons to the right of the 
filename, and stored directory edit controls. These are used 
to bring up additional dialogs for browsing the server 
contents and deciding where to save the retrieved file locally. 
Next month, we'll build the rest of the demo program, 
making it possible to browse the remote server's directory 
Structure and pick any arbitrary file rather than the single 
Teadme file weve hard-wired into the program: 


private: System::Void button FTP SaveFile Click 
(System: :Object * sender, System::EventArgs * 
e) 

{ 

SaveFileDialog * dlg = new 

SaveFileDialog () ; 

dlg->InitialDirectory = Environment: : 

GetFolderPath (Environment: :SpecialFolder:: 

Personal) ; 

dlg->CheckPathExists = true; 

dlg->Title = “Save file where?”; 

if (dlg->ShowDialog(this) == DialogResult:: 

OK) textBox FTPDestFile->Text = dlg->FileName; 

dlg->Dispose() ; 


} 


The code above is executed in response to a click on the 
lower ‘Local File Destination’ ellipsis. It simply displays a 
standard ‘Save As’ dialog. The initial directory, as mentioned 
earlier, is set to the users personal documents folder. Once 


Shelling out for FTP 


Making use of ye olde command line utilities from .NET! 
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There isn't the space here to 
develop full-blown, commercial 
quality .NET components. If you 
need to support a number of 
different Internet protocols in 
your application, you could do 
worse than check out some of 
the available commercial 
offerings. One of my favourites is 
the IP*Works! suite, currently at 
version 6, which you can find at 
www.nsoftware.com. It isn't the 
cheapest package around ($399, 
or around £220) but it's certainly 
one of the broadest in terms of 
the number of different Internet 
protocols that are covered. 

The .NET version of the suite is 
written in fully-managed code, 
so you don't need to worry 
about registering 
ActiveX components. It's a 
mature library with good 
documentation, and there are 
also versions available for 
various Win32 development 
systems. If you need to create 
secure e-commerce websites, 
there's even a version that 
seamlessly integrates SSL 
(Secure Socket Layer) 
functionality into the mix. No 
source code, but you can't have 
everything! 





Invoking the command line 
FTP.EXE utility is a relatively 
painless way of adding FTP 
capabilities to your code. 





It's rather frustrating that the otherwise 
excellent .NET framework doesn't contain a 
built-in implementation of the FTP 
protocol. One solution, as discussed 
elsewhere in this month's workshop, is to 
write a managed code wrapper for another 
service, such as MFC’s CFTPConnection 
class. Another approach is to make use of 
Microsoft's perfectly workable command- 
line driven FTP utility, FTPEXE. 

You'll find FTPEXE located in your 
Windows system directory. It's a small 
40KB EXE file, which is pretty remarkable 
when you consider it contains a complete 
implementation of FTP To try it out, just 
type ‘FTP’ on the command line. The usual 
DOS prompt will be replaced by a special 


FTP prompt. To quit back to the shell, type 
‘pye’ and hit [Enter]. You can get a list of all 
the command-line arguments by typing 
‘FTP -?’ from the DOS prompt. The most 
important argument is the ‘-s’ option, 
which makes it possible to specify the 
name of a text file to the FTP utility. When 
executed, FTP treats the text file like a 
script, taking commands from the file one 
at a time and executing them sequentially. 
Used in this way, it's possible to build 
a Script file from your managed code 
.NET application and then shell out to 
the FTPEXE command-line utility to do 
all the work. The key to this is the 
Process class defined inside the 
System::Diagnostics namespace. 


You can invoke FTPEXE as easily as this: 


System: :Diagnostics::Process: 
Start (“£tp.exe”, “-?”); 


This will cause a DOS window to briefly 
flash on the screen showing the available 
FTP commands. Realistically, you want to 
be able to capture the responses from the 
FTP utility. To do this, you'll need to create 
an object of the Process class. You should 
then set up the Startinfo field of the 
process, taking care to set 
RedirectStandardOutput to true. You'll 
then be able to retrieve the response 
from the StandardOutput stream when 
the process terminates. E 
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If you want a complete byte- 
by-byte description of the FTP 
protocol, you need to check out 
the relevant RFC (Request For 
Comment) document. As we've 
mentioned, FTP predates the 
advent of firewalls, and the 
original active FTP 
specification is actually one of 
the oldest FTP protocols still in 
widespread use. You can get a 
full description by consulting 
RFC959, which you can find at 
www. freesoft.org/CIE/ 
RFC/959/index.htm. Do bear 
in mind that the new passive 
FTP system differs in a number 
of ways from the original spec. 


Next month, we'll round off our 
tour of Internet programming 
techniques by finishing the FTP 
demo program and discussing 
what other goodies lurk inside 
the System.Net namespace. 


This diagram shows an 
unsolicited connection request 
from the server's data port 

to the client data port. 
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the user clicks OK, the retrieved filename path is copied to 
the appropriate edit box. You'll notice that the form file 
contains additional logic to change the contents of the lower 
‘Local File Destination’ box if the target filename on the FIP 
server is altered. This is done by the textBox_FTPFile_ 
TextChanged event handler. 


E Retrieving the File via FTP Once the user clicks the 
Get File button, the code performs a number of important 
validation checks before attempting to download the file. 
First and foremost, each of the user-supplied strings is 
fetched from the various dialog box controls and trimmed to 
remove leading and trailing blanks. Once this is done, the 
code checks to see if any of the strings are empty and 
aborts the operation if they are. 

The code then checks to see if the wanted file already 


exists on the local machine. If so, the user is warned that the 


file will be overwritten. Again, if the user doesn't want to 
overwrite the file, the operation is aborted. 

After checking that were not accidentally trying to 
download an entire directory, we get to the real ‘meat’ of the 
code shown below. This calls into the FTP_Wrapper class in 
the wrapper DLL to perform the file download itself: 


if (FTP Wrapper::GetFTPFile (Mode, Convert:: 
ToInt32 (szFTPServerPort), szFTPServerName, 
szFTPUserName, 

szFTPUserPassword, szFTPDestFile, szFTPFile, 
szErrorMsg) ) 

{ 

// Success!.. 

MessageBox: : Show (String: :Concat 
(szFTPDestFile, “ was received successfully. \n\ 
n”, szErrorMsg), “Success”, 
MessageBoxButtons::OK, MessageBoxIcon: : 
Information) ; 

Close(); 


Active vs passive FTP 
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Exposing Win32 functionality to 
-NET via a wrapper could well 
save you from having to reinvent 
the wheel... 


changelog 

copyright 

gibraltar-2.0 iso bz2 
gibraltar-2.0.iso bz2.asc 
aibraltar-2.0 iso bz2 md5sum 





Selected File: | /gibratar/soimages/README 
OK | Cancel 





Next month, we'll round out the FTP demo application with 
facilities for browsing the remote server directory and for 
uploading and retrieving files. 


} 


else 

MessageBox: : Show (String::Concat (“There 

was an error receiving the file”, szFTPFile, `“ 
from FTP Host: “, szFTPServerName), “Error!”, 


MessageBoxButtons::OK, MessageBoxIcon: :Error); 


You'll notice there are a couple of additional options that we 
haven't discussed here: how you can select binary or ASCII 
transfers and how you can choose whether or not to use 
HP3000-style FTP 

Finally, a word of warning: unless youre one hundred 
per cent sure that you know what youre doing, then you 
should leave these options as they are. At least for now. 
Downloading a binary file with the transfer mode set to 
ASCII will corrupt the file. PCP 


What's the difference between the two and why should you care? 


Sooner or later, any newcomer to FTP 
will stumble across a block of active vs 
passive FTP It’s a very important issue 
because if you try to use active FTP in 
conjunction with a 
firewall, you'll most 
likely find that things 
don’t work as 
advertised. In fact, they 
probably won't work at 
all! To understand this, 
we need to go back to 
the early days of FTP 
before firewalls even 
existed. The version of 


FTP that was created back then is now 
known as active FTP to distinguish it 
from the modern passive FTP Originally, 
it was simply called FTP 

With active FTP the client and data 
each have a couple of ports called the 
data port and the command port. This 
is a total of four ports in all. One of the 
key aspects of active FTP is that during 
the establishment of a connection, the 
server's data port attempts to initiate a 
connection with the client's data port. 
If you have a firewall installed (and if 
you're not using one, you certainly 
should be!), it has no way of knowing 


this is a legitimate part of the FTP 
connection opening sequence. It will 
interpret the connection request as an 
external system attempting to ‘hack’ into 
your PC. Consequently, it will block the 
request and the FTP connection will fail. 
When firewalls became popular, 
passive FTP was developed. With 
passive FTP the client only receives 
packets from a server port it has 
already established a connection with. 
In this case, the server becomes 
‘passive’ and the firewall on the 
client machine allows the connection 
to proceed as necessary. E 
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5 INTERMEDIATE 
Coding aspects are easy, 
but understanding the 
concepts may be difficult 


You will need Delphi 7 


Any files you need 

to complete this 
Masterclass are on this 
months SuperDisc 
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DELPHI 


Part Two 


Capturing a 
rectangular area, 
including the 
mouse pointer 





This month, Huw Collingbourne explains how to mark off and 
capture a selected area of the screen with the mouse pointer 


he screen capture utility we programmed last 
T month is capable of taking snapshots of an 

entire screen or selected window with or without 
its bounding frame. Most of this is accomplished using 
Windows API functions. It's sometimes useful to be able 
to grab a selected portion of a screen by selecting a 
rectangle using the mouse. No API function does this, so 
our task will be to program this option from scratch. 





In order to save a selected area of the screen, we'll need to 
‘freeze’ the screen so that the mouse can freely select 
portions of one or more overlapping windows. You may 
wonder how this is achieved. After all, if you start clicking 
and dragging your mouse over different windows, you'll end 
up bringing those windows to the front and performing 
mouse actions within individual windows rather than 
drawing selection rectangles over them. Also, if you start 
drawing rectangles over the screen, you'll face the problem 
of getting the various windows to repaint themselves 
afterwards. Messing around with the active screen like this 
would be complicated and error-prone. 

The solution to this problem is to freeze the screen by 
taking an initial screengrab of the entire Windows desktop. 
When users make a selection with the mouse, they will 
instead be drawing a selection box on the initial screen-grab 
of the desktop you've taken, rather than over the actual 
Windows desktop itself. 

Now you may think this is cheating. For instance, a 
commercial screen-grabbing tool grabs selections from an 
‘active’ screen, doesnt it? Well, maybe. To be honest, | don't 
know whether or not this is the case since | don't have 
extensive knowledge of commercial screen-grabbers. All | 
know for sure is that they make it appear that youre grabbing 
a selection from the active screen. Appearances, of course, 
can be deceptive. In my own version, I'll satisfy myself with 











[CTRL]+[A] hotkey. The form will be hidden to show the 
underlying screen and the capture mode. 


fooling the user into thinking a selection can be made from 
the active screen. 


E Taking a screen snapshot Load up the ScreenGrab4. 
dpr project (from this months SuperDisc). This now includes a 
‘Grab Selected Area’ menu item. When clicked, this runs the 
GrabSelectedAreaClick() method. If you followed last month's 
project, much of the code here will look familiar. It simply 
hides the form to show the underlying screen, pausing briefly 
to ensure the form has enough time to be hidden before 
commencing the capture. Then it summons our Grab() 
method to capture the entire screen and save it as a bitmap 
on the imagel component on the form. It calls our 
MaximizeForm() method to display image as full screen. 
Finally it brings the form in front of any other windows by 
setting its FormStyle property to fsStayOnTop and redisplays 
the form with the Forml.Show() method. 

The end result is that a grab of the entire screen Is taken 
and is displayed in full screen mode. This provides us with 
the ‘frozen’ picture of the screen from which our selection is 
made. Of course, as its my intention to fool the user into 
thinking the selection is going to be made from the active 
screen, | dont want to make it obvious that I've made this 
initial screen-grab. The only real giveaway is that, by default, 
there'll be a brief screen flicker as the form is repainted. 
Fortunately, | reduce this flicker by making the form ‘double 
buffered’. This is achieved with a simple property assignment 
in FormCreate(). For an explanation of this, refer to the box, 
‘Double Buffering’. 


E Selecting an area Having obtained an image of the full 
screen, we now have to find some way for the user to select 
a rectangular area. The actual selection process itself is quite 
simple. We save the initial X and Y coordinates in response 
to the MouseDown event when the left mouse button is 
pressed, and the final X and Y coordinates in response to the 
MouseUp event when the button is released. The X and Y 
coordinates are provided by arguments sent to the two 
event-handlers. In this project, | save the initial coordinates in 
the variables SelX and SelY and the final coordinates in SelX1 
and SelY1. To see how these coordinates are used to save 
the bitmap selection, find the ImagelMouseUp() method. 

Initially, this code checks to see if the final coordinates are 
greater or smaller than the first set of coordinates. Although 
they're more likely to be greater, we shouldn't assume the 
user's drawn a rectangle from top-left to bottom-right. The 
rectangle may have been drawn from right to left, or bottom 
to top, in which case we'll have to swap the values of our 
selection coordinates. This is because we'll shortly use these 
coordinates to create TRect objects. We'll need to supply the 
top-left corner in the first two arguments. If the user has 
drawn a selection from bottom-right to top-left, these 
arguments are provided by the final coordinates, otherwise 
they te provided by the initial coordinates. 
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The SourceRect object is initialised to the selection 
rectangle. The DestRect object defines a rectangle into which 
the selected area will be copied in Imagel. The actual 
copying is performed by the CopyRect() method of the 
images Canvas object: 


Imagel1 .Canvas.CopyRect (DestRect, Imagel1 


Canvas, SourceRect) ; 


Finally, we resize the Image around the grabbed selection. 
This is all reasonably straightforward except for one tricky 
little feature we've had to code. In order to make a selection, 
the user needs to have some visual feedback showing 
precisely what's been selected. Usually, this is done by 
drawing a dotted box around the selected area and 
Stretching it as the user draws the mouse. 


E Drawing the selection box The selection box is 
coded in three mouse event methods of Imagel. It all starts 
in ImagelMouseDown(). Assuming the variable DoSelect is 
set to True, which happens when the user initiates a 
selection grab, the Pen of Imagel.Canvas is set to one of the 
available styles — here psDashDotDot. This style defaults to 
one pixel in width, so setting Pen.Width to any value other 
than one has no effect. If you want a broader line, you can 
set Pen.Style to psSolid. 

The Pen.Mode property is set to pmNotXor. The Pen.Mode 
property controls how the Pen interacts with the graphic over 
which it draws. Setting it to pmNotXor combines the colours 
of the pen and background. This is useful as it enables us to 
draw the selection rectangle back over itself in order to 
inverse the colours and remove the rectangle from view. We 
need to do this when we drag out the selection rectangle. If 
we failed to invert the previous rectangles, wed end up 
drawing multiple rectangles on-screen. 
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Here, our screen-grabber is marking off an area to be captured. 
We're using a thick, solid pen so our selection is clear to see. If 
you want a broader line you can set Pen.Style to PsSolid. 


The Brush.Style property is set to bsClear so the contents 
of the selection rectangle are displayed as normal. If you fail 
to set this property, the colours of the contents will invert. 

Finally, we set the Pen.Color property to clBlue. This is the 
colour of the dotted line around the selection rectangle. You 
can achieve the same effect by setting Pen.Mode to pmxXor 
and Pen.Color to clYellow because pmXor is the inverse of 
pmNotXor, and clYellow is the inverse of clBlue. 

The action now transfers to the ImagelMouseMove() 
method which executes repeatedly as the user moves the 
mouse pointer. As long as DoSelect is true, indicating that a 
selection is currently being made, this method simply draws 
a new rectangle over the current selection rectangle whose 
top-left coordinates have previously been saved in the 
variables, SelX and SelY, while the bottom-right coordinates 
are saved for posterity in SelX1 and SelY1: 


Get a grip on the mouse pointer 


Capturing the mouse pointer Is a case of ‘anything Icon do... 


By default, when we make a copy of the 
screen in the Form1.Grab() method, the 
mouse pointer isn't included. In some 
circumstances, perhaps when you're 
grabbing screens for use in a software 
tutorial, it's useful to show the mouse 
pointer. To do this, we've added some 
coding, which you'll find in the 
DrawCursor() method. This takes three 
arguments, the captured bitmap and the 
X and Y coordinates of the mouse pointer. 

The DrawCursor() method obtains 
information on the current mouse pointer 
using the GetCursorlnfo() function which 
is supplied by the Windows API (this isn't 
documented in Delphi's help). This will 
return a cursorinfo structure that’s defined 
(in the Windows SDK) as follows: 


typedef struct { 

DWORD cbSize; 

DWORD flags; 

HCURSOR hCursor; 

POINT ptScreenPos; 
} CURSORINFO, *PCURSORINFO, 
*LPCURSORINFO; 


We verify that the cursor is visible by 
testing if the flags field equals the 
predefined constant, CURSOR_ 
SHOWING. If it does, we obtain the 
handle to the cursor, hCursor, and 
initialise an Icon structure using the 
GetlconInfo() function. The GetlconInfo() 
function retrieves the handle to either 
an icon or a cursor in its first argument, 
and an IconInfo structure containing X 


and Y coordinates and other fields as its 
second argument. We're now ready to 
draw the current image for a cursor into 
a device context using the Drawlcon() or 
DrawlconEx() functions. For our 
purposes, the simpler Drawlcon() 
function will suffice. 

The Drawlcon() function takes four 
arguments: the handle to the device 
context into which the icon will be 
drawn: the X and the Y coordinates of 
the icon's top-left corner and the 
handle to the icon. The code can be 
examined to see how we have 
calculated the coordinates and then 
drawn the cursor specified by 
Icon.Handle in the appropriate 
position on the captured bitmap. E 


Priest (or so he likes to think) 





If you have a professional 
edition of Delphi, including the 
source code of its runtime 
libraries, you'll find loads of 
useful information about the 
implementation of specific 
methods. For example, if you 
want to know what the 
DoubleBuffered property does, 
right-click in your source code 
and select ‘Find Declaration’ 
from the menu. The definition 
will pop up in the controls.pas 
unit and you'll now be able to 
search for its implementation. 

Sometimes, Delphi's 
declarations are no more than 
interfaces to functions defined 
by the Windows API. For 
instance, the definition of 
Delphi's Drawlcon() function is 
just a reference to an ‘external’ 
function with the same name. 
For more information on 
external functions, search 
Delphi's Windows SDK help. 

You should also try 
searching the knowledge base 
on Microsoft Developers’ 
Network (http://msdn. 
microsoft.com), which is more 
comprehensive than Delphi's 
help and provides a number of 
code samples. These are 
generally written in Visual 
Basic or one of the C family of 
languages. 
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We've grabbed a non-standard 
cursor (the hand) and taken a 
grab of it again when grabbing 
a picture of the original grab! 
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To avoid screen flicker when you 
are displaying a grabbed image, 
you simply need to set the 

DoubleBuffered property to True. 





There are plenty of things you 
may wish to add to the screen- 
grabber. Top of the list could be 
a ‘file save’ option to save your 
grabs to disk. You might also 
want to add more windows, so 
multiple grabs can be made in 
succession. Then again, you 
might want to add a hotkey, so 
your user can take a grab 
when that keyboard 
combination is pressed rather 
than after a predefined 
interval. If you're really 
ambitious, why not try adding 
some image processing to alter 
the brightness or contrast of 
the grabbed image? 


We will finish off our screen- 
grab utility by adding a file- 
saving capability, along with a 
few extra goodies! 





Delphi 8 only provides wizards 
for creating .NET projects. The 
next version of Delphi will also 
have full support for Win32. 
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procedure TFormi.ImageiMouseDown (Sender: TObject; Button: TMouseButton; 
Shift: TShiftState; X, Y: Integer); 
begin 
if DoSelect then begin 


with Image1.Canvas do 

begin 
Pen.Width := 1J; 
Pen.Style := psDashDotDot; 
Pen.Mode := pmNotXOR; 
Brush.Style := bsClear; 
Pen.Color := clBlue; 

end; 

end; 
end; 


By default, we use a one-pixel-thick blue pen with the 
psDashDotDot style for our selection rectangle. The pmNotXor 
mode helps us invert the rectangle after use. 


Imagel.Canvas.Rectangle(SelX, SelY,Se1X1,Se1Y1) ; 


Thanks to the pmNotXor (or pmXor) pen mode, this inverts 
the colours of the rectangle. In these modes, the colour of 
the rectangle is a combination of the pen colour and the 
background colours. As the colours of the visible selection 
rectangle are themselves inverted, this has the effect of re- 
inverting the colours. This restores the original background 
colours, causing the selection rectangle to disappear. You 
could, if you wished, use the pmNot mode as an alternative 
to pmNotXor. This mode inverts the canvas background 
colour. In fact, any pen mode that inverts the background 
colours will do the trick. For example, the pmMergePenNot 
mode would work since this combines the pen colour with 
the inverse of the canvas colour, while pmNotCopy would 
not work as it only inverts the pen colour. Since the 
pmNotCopy mode does not save any information on the 
parts of the background obliterated by the pen, we would 
have no way of restoring the original background colours. 
Now, having used an appropriate pen mode, all we have 
to do is draw another rectangle using the new X and Y 
mouse coordinates that are provided as arguments to the 


Delphi .NET developments 


procedure TFormi.ImageiMouseDown (Sender: TObject; Button: TMouseButton; 
Shift: TShiftState; X, Y: Integer); 

begin 

: 1E DoSelect then begin o = ēãë = =; 


with Image1.cCanvas do 
begin 
Pen.Width := 1; 
Pen.Style := psDot; 
Pen.Mode := pmNotXOR; 
Brush.Style := bsClear; 
Pen.Color := clRed; 





By tinkering with the properties of the pen, we can significantly 
alter the appearance of selection rectangles. Here, for instance, 
it's shown as a red dotted line. 


ImagelMouseMove() method. This new selection rectangle 
will itself vanish from view due to its colours being inverted 
when this method executes after the next mouse move 
event. The whole process is completed when the user 
releases the mouse button. Now ImagelMouseUp() executes 
as explained earlier. Note that we now change the pen 
mode to pmCopy. This is the ‘normal’ pen, which draws using 
the colour specified in its Color property: 
Imagel.Canvas.Pen.Mode := pmCopy; 
So, with this combination of simple techniques and a bit 
of deceptive sleight of hand, we have been able to fool the 
user into thinking that our screen-grabber can capture a 
rectangular section of the active desktop. There are a few 
more things we need to add to complete this program. In 
particular, we need to capture the cursor and save our 
screen grabs to disk. For information on capturing the cursor, 
see ‘Get a grip on the mouse pointer’ boxout on page 193. 
Saving the screen-grabs to disk will be one of the 
features that'll be covered in the final part of this Masterclass 
series next month. PCP 


Borland gives us the lowdown on the next version of Delphi 


When Borland's Vice President of 
Developer Relations, David Intersimone 
arrived in the UK recently, we asked him 
for some details of the next version of 
Delphi, due for release later this year. 
The big news is that, from now on, a 
single Delphi product will support both 
Win32 and .NET development, replacing 
the two separate IDEs: Delphi 7 for 
Win32 and Delphi 8 for .NET. 

A number of wizards will let you 
select the target platform for new 
projects; the Microsoft compact 
framework is finally supported, so you'll 
be able to write .NET programs to run 
on Pocket PCs, and a number of new 
debugging and designing tools are 


available in the high-end versions to 
support team and model-driven 
development. 

As for the much anticipated multi- 
language ‘Visual Studio’-bashing IDE 
(code-named ‘Galileo’), there's still no 
sign. A couple of years ago, Borland 
assured us that it intented to host 
multiple languages that included, at the 
very least, Delphi, C* and Visual Basic 
(with the possiblity of C++ and Java at a 
later stage). Borland seems to be 
backtracking at great speed. We're now 
informed that C#* and Delphi may be 
combined at some stage... but not just 
yet. VB will definitely not be included 
and C++ and Java are unlikely. Instead of 


competing head on with Visual Studio, 
Borland wants to emphasise its 
differences from, rather than its 
similarities to, Microsoft. For this reason, 
the company will promote Delphi as its 
primary .NET development language. 

Following a survey of developers, 
Borland has discovered that more than 
half of existing Delphi users plan to 
move to .NET within the next 12 months. 
It's Borland's hope that, by championing 
Delphi for .NET development, it'll not 
only satisfy those already programming 
with Delphi, but will also tempt people 
moving to .NET to consider switching to 
Delphi's Pascal-based language instead 
of one of the C/Java and Basic 


This series 


A L ses OO mms 
































O) 


When we load an 
image into the 
program, we eee, * * 
have to use the 
Marshal class and 
IntPtrs to move 
the data around. 
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Some experience is 
required 


Windows 2000/Windows 
XP; Visual Studio NET 2003 


Any files you need 

to complete this 
Masterclass are on this 
months SuperDisc 
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Part Two 


Tweaking images 








With .NET, there are easy ways to load and store a bitmap. 
Sometimes, says Dermot Hogan, there are reasons to avoid them 


eading images like bitmaps, GIFs or JPGs into 
Q and out of memory in Windows is almost as 

common as clicking a mouse. So common, in 
fact, that there are plenty of in-built tools for doing this, 
and most image operations involve no more than 
assigning an image file to a property in a control. The 
problems start when you want to go beyond this 
(virtually) fool-proof system. 


Most of the time, the only thing you want to do with a 
bitmap is display it. But to do any sort of processing with 
an image — enhance it, filter it, tweak the colours — you 
have to get the pixels into an array. The standard method 
of doing this in .NET is to use GetPixel and SetPixel. The 
downside is that this is slow. Extremely slow. We're going 
to have a go at being a bit quicker! 

Bitmaps are stored in a variety of formats. Once upon 
a time, disks and memory were in short supply, so 
various formats of bitmap were invented that contained 
just the number of bits required to represent all the 
colours available on the display. Most of these formats 
are only interesting to computer historians, but they're 
still around. These days, most bitmaps are generated 
using ‘true’ colour or 24 bits per pixel. Each pixel has a 
blue, green and red component (in that order), each 
element of which can display up to 255 intensities of 
the primary colour. 

In addition to compressing the colour representation 
by using a variable number of bits per pixel, bitmaps also 
use run-length compression, where sequences of the 
same pixel values are represented by the number of 
occurrences and the value. This reduces the size required 
by the bitmap quite a lot, but not as much as using a 
respectable compression algorithm like GIF or PNG. 
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This month, to keep things simple, I'll just deal with the 
straightforward 24-bit pixel values with no run-length or any 
other sort of compression. On disk, the bitmap is laid out with 
a 14-byte file header, followed by a 40-byte bitmap information 
header, followed by the pixel data itself. The first thing to do is 
open the file for binary reading and read in the header: 


Structure BITMAPFILEHEADER 
Dim bfType As Short 
Dim bfSize As Integer 
Dim bfReservedl As Short 
Dim bfReserved2 As Short 
Dim bfOffbits As Integer 
End Structure 


The bflype word actually just contains the characters ‘BM’, 
the bfSize contains the size of the file on disk — the same as 
you get with Explorer — and the only useful piece of 
information in the header is held in bfOffbits, which contains 
the offset to the start of the bitmap itself. 

The chunk of information that immediately follows the 
file header is the bitmap information header: 


Structure BITMAPINFOHEADER 
Dim bSize As Integer 
Dim bWidth As Integer 
Dim bHeight As Integer 
Dim bPlanes As Short 
Dim bBitCount As Short 
Dim bCompression As Integer 
Dim bSizeImage As Integer 
Dim bXPelsPerMeter As Integer 
Dim bYPelsPerMeter As Integer 
Dim bClrUsed As Integer 
Dim bClrimportant As Integer 


End Structure 





Here’s our basic image. It's a splendid colour picture of a comet 
(Neat) from Perth, Western Australia (courtesy of Tom Barrett). 
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When we write the image out again, we have to ensure the scan 
lines are padded to four byte boundaries. 


This is the default header. There are other types that contain 
more information, but this is the standard one. Several of the 
fields arent of any great use but the important ones are 
bWidth, bHeight, bBitCount and bSizelmage, which contain 
image width, height, number of bits per pixel and the size of 
the bitmap pixel array. 

Once weve read these two components in, we can read 
the rest of the bitmap data: 


br .BaseStream. Seek (bmfh.bfOffbits, SeekOrigin. 
Begin) 


pixels = br.ReadBytes (bmih.bSizeImage) 


Even though the bitmap data should immediately follow the 
header, its a good idea to position the file pointer at the start 
of the data (indicated by the file header) by ‘seeking’ to the 
bfOffsetbits position. lts now simple to slurp up the bitmap 
image itself into a Byte array, which we call pixels. 


Breaking the speed limit 


You can speed up image loading by using a section file 
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By selectively choosing which pixels to load into the memory 
bitmap, we can display a single colour plane. 


To display the pixels themselves, we need to work with 
the old fashioned GDI. Its possible to do the same thing with 
the newer GDI+, but GDI+ isnt supported on Windows CE 
(Pocket PC) and | want to produce something that will work 
for both. The first thing to do is get a device context and, 
from that, create a compatible device context’. A compatible 
device context is very similar to the real thing with a minimal 
graphics surface. lypically, you use compatible device 
contexts to prepare a graphics object, ready for copying into 
the real one: 


hdc 


idc 


GetDC (Me.Handle) 
CreateCompatibleDC (hdc) 


To work with a bitmap, we need to create a fresh one that 
we can write our pixel values into. The API that does this is 
CreateDIBSection. Given a structure, BITMAPINFOHEADER, 
that contains the size of the bitmap and the number of 











Dermot Hogan 
dermot.hogan @futurenet.co.uk 


Dermot Hogan has been 
programming in more languages 
than he cares to remember, for 
more years than he can remember 





One of the nice things about 
Visual Basic has always been 
its ability to keep memory 
allocation to a minimum. While 
programmers in other 
languages have had to keep an 
eye on leaky programs, it's not 
been a problem with VB. The 
downside is that VB 
programmers have been denied 
the delights of using pointers, 
and had to use a variety of 
largely undocumented hacks to 
get around it. 

In VB .NET, memory is still 
managed but the 
undocumented hacks have 
been replaced by the Marshal 
class and IntPtrs. This largely 
does what's required. This 
month, for example, we've 
been using a pointer to a 
pointer to some unmanaged 
memory without any real 
difficulty. The problem 
is that the syntax is clumsy. 
Having to make a procedure 
call every time you want to 
copy a byte from managed 
to unmanaged memory (and 
vice versa) is wasteful, to 
say the least. 

If we can do it clumsily, I 
wonder why Microsoft won't 
let us do the same thing ina 
more elegant and efficient, 
yet safe, manner? It can't be 
too difficult. 


The CreateDIBSection API has a 
potentially useful method of loading 
and saving bitmaps that eliminates a lot 
of the messy pixel-copying when you 
open a bitmap file and read in the 
pixels using a BinaryStream. 

The trick is the way that memory 
for the bitmap pixels is allocated. 
Normally, the API allocates memory 
sufficient for the bitmap and returns a 
pointer to it. However, if you set the 
hSection parameter, you can ask 
Windows to ‘map’ the bitmap data 
directly into memory. 

First, open the bitmap file and read 
in the header data as before, but don't 
read in the pixel data. Close the file, 


then re-open it using the CreateFile API. 
We do this because we need the file 
handle for the next operation and it isn't 
accessible from a stream. Next, we 
create a mapping object onto the file 
which returns a map handle. We pass to 
the CreateDIBSection API like this: 


hMap = 
CreateFileMapping(hFile, 0, 
PAGE READWRITE, 0, 0, 0) 

hdibs = CreateDIBSection(0, 
bmih, DIB RGB COLORS, p, 
hMap, 0) 


A problem occurs with the last argument 
in the API call. This is ‘dwOffset’ and 
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should be the offset from the 
start of the file where the 
bitmap data begins. This is 
reasonable, since a bitmap 
file type we're looking at 

has 54 bytes of header 
information before the 
actual pixels. 

This is the problem: the 
offset you specify must be a 
multiple of four. But 54 isn't. 
If you input the correct value of 54, the 
API call fails. If you put 0, 48 or 52 in 
there, the API call succeeds but the 
image will either be shifted to the right 
by a number of pixels, or the colours 
will be incorrect. E 
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Here’s what happens if you 
don’t use the correct offset: the 
image is fuzzy and the colours 
are incorrect. 
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Private Sub Forml Paint(...) 


This month, I've just plonked 
the bitmap image in the most 
convenient graphics container 
available. This happens to be 
the project's main form, and 
has the advantage of being 
nice and easy to program. 

Disadvantages become 
apparent when you try and 
save the bitmap image from 
the form's graphic surface. 
You'll notice that you get the 
three control buttons imposed 
on the image. 

This isn't a bug. It’s what's 
supposed to happen, though 
you may find it better to add a 
picture box control and use 
that as the surface. The 
techniques are very similar. 


Now that we have a bitmap 
image into a position where 
we can do something about 
it, we'll look at enhancing 
our images. 








The structure of a bitmap file 
looks like this. The palette data 
can be used for files with less 
than 24 bits per pixel. 
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VISUAL BASIC 


Handles MyBase.Paint 
Dim hdc As IntPtr 
hdc = GetDC(Me.Handle) 
BitBlt (hdc, 0, 0, bmih. 
bWidth, bmih.bHeight, idc, 0, 
0, SRCCOPY) 
ReleaseDC (Me.Handle, hdc) 


End Sub El 


bits per pixel (which we've read from disk already), 
CreateDlBSection allocates a suitably sized area of memory. 
Its unmanaged, but we'll deal with that little problem shortly. 
It then returns a handle to the bitmap structure that we can 
use in copying the bitmap: 


hdibs = CreateDIBSection(0, bmih, DIB RGB 
COLORS, p, 0, 0) 


Theoretically, CreateDIBSection is capable of a great deal 
more than this and I've used it in a simplified form, but this 
API is discussed in a separate section in more detail. Next, 
we need to fill our newly-created bitmap with pixels. This is 
reasonably easy but there are a couple of traps to look out 
for. And, yes, | fell into both of them! 

The first relates to how pixels are stored in a bitmap file. 
By default, the bottom row of pixels is stored first, so that the 
image starts from the bottom of the screen and ‘grows’ 
upwards, line by line. The key is that each line has to be 
double-word aligned and, if it isn't, the preceding line is 
padded to make sure it Is. ld guess this is a throwback to the 
bad old days when you really had to be concerned about 
memory speed and the like. But today, its just another thing 
you should be aware of (and | wasn't). The code to copy the 
pixel array into the unmanaged memory that’s allocated by 
CreateDIBSection is this: 


Dim k As Integer 
For i As Integer = 0 To bmih.bHeight - 1 
((bmih.bWidth * bmih.bBitCount + 31) \ 
32) *4* i 
For j As Integer = 0 To bmih.bWidth - 1 
Marshal .WriteByte(p, k, pixels (k) ) 
k += 1 
Next 
Next 
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Writing a bitmap 
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‘Bit-bitting’ (or bit block transfer) 
is the standard way to copy a 
bitmap from a memory device 
context to a ‘real’ one. 


The general trick, if you want something aligned to a 
multiple of n bytes is to add (n-1), integer divide by n and 
multiply the result by n. The code is slightly different in that 
pixel width is expressed in bits and we want the resulting 
alignment in bytes, but the idea is the same and the result 
deals with the line alignment problem. 

The technique of copying a byte or a word into 
unmanaged memory from managed memory is to use the 
Marshal class with an IntPtr The unmanaged memory has 
been allocated by CreateDIBSection and is pointed to by the 
IntPtr, p. In the declaration of CreateDIBSection, p is declared 
as ByRef p As IntPtr That is, the API parameter is a pointer to 
p and on return from CreateDIBSection, p is set to the base 
address of the allocated memory. In other words, the API 
parameter is a pointer to a pointer to an array of bytes. We 
have to copy — a byte at a time — into the memory pointed 
to by p at offset k. 

The other trap | fell into didn’t take long to sort out 
though | was somewhat surprised by it. The code | first used 
to calculate the offset k was this: 


k = (bmih.bWidth * bmih.bBitCount + 31) \ 32 * 
4* I 


| immediately ended up with a divide-by-zero error! The 
thing | didnt know was that the integer division operator, ‘\’ 
has a lower priority than the multiplication operator * 

or the normal division operator, ‘/". So the code was 
evaluated like this: 


k = (bmih.bWidth * bmih.bBitCount + 31) \ (32 * 
4 * i) 


And, of course, when ‘i’ was zero in the loop, it failed. It turns 
out that the priority of integer division was always like this in 
Visual Basic. | just never realised! PCP 


It’s quite easy to write a bitmap to disk, even if you don't use the .NET classes 


Once you've gone to the trouble of 
reading in a bitmap and getting the data 
into a suitable shape for fiddling with, 
you will, at some point, want to write 
the results of your bitmap experiments 
out to disk again. 

This isn't too complicated but, as 
you might expect, there are one or two 
wrinkles to smooth. The main wrinkle 
is that the headers of the bitmap file 
specify both the bitmap size and the 
size of the whole file; you don't know 
the size of the bitmap on disk until 
you've written it out because of the 
padding or compression effects. Now 
you could do a fancy calculation to 
work out the size in advance but | 


think it’s easier to let the PC do the 
work for you. 

The way to so this is to write out the 
pixel data first and add in the header. 
Another problem is that the header 
comes before the data. Since we're 
writing out binary data rather than line- 
oriented data, we can make good use of 
the ‘seek’ functions of the BaseStream 
class to do the job. 

The first thing we need to do is copy 
the data from the window into a 
memory device context: 


hdc = GetDC(Me.Handle) 
hmem = CreateCompatibleDC (hdc) 
GetClientRect (Me.Handle, rc) 


bmih.bWidth = rc.right 
bmih.bHeight = rc.bottom 
hdibs = CreateDIBSection (0, 
bmih, DIB RGB COLORS, p, 0, 0) 
SelectObject (hmem, hdibs) 


Here, I’ve got the device context (DC), 
created a compatible minimal DC in 
memory, created a bitmap and 
determined the right amount of 
memory to use by using GetClientRect. 
Finally, I've selected the bitmap into the 
memory DC. After a bitblt, you can 
easily extract the data from the bitmap 
using the Marshal class in a similar 
manner to loading it. E 
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A New Developer's 
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Dave Jewell runs through downloading, installing and getting to 


grips with Microsofts latest development tools 


elcome to an exciting new column dedicated to 


D getting up to speed with programming 
technologies, starting with Microsoft's new, 
low-cost Express development tools — programming 
tools intended for use by hobbyists, students and 
novice programmers. If you've never done any 
programming before, this is the place for you. Month by 
month, we'll walk you through the basics of desktop 
and Internet programming — but not just in Basic! The 
Express suite includes Visual Basic, C++, C*, J*, web 
development tools and a preview of SQL Server 2005. 





Ever fancied your hand at programming? Not sure how it all 
works? In this new column, we'll take you through what's 
involved using VS.NET 2005 Express, a suite of powerful 
new development tools from Microsoft. Aimed specifically 
at new programmers, these tools are intended to get you 
up and running as quickly as possible. 

In the coming months, O'Reilly and other technical book 
publishers are planning to release a new range of titles that 
complement the Express tools. At the same time, Microsoft 
is teaming up with industry partners such as eBay, PayPal 
and Amazon to provide some exciting new ‘starter kits’ that 
make it easy to integrate your own applications with web 
services running on these popular sites. Sounds fun? You 
bet! 


E Downloading and installing Express But first, we 
need to get started by downloading and installing the 
VS.NET 2005 Express software. As mentioned elsewhere, 
there are four different programming languages to choose 
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Any files you need to 
complete this Masterclass 
are on the SuperDisc 


There are six major components in the Visual Studio 2005 
Express product suite. Choose which programming language 
you'd like to use and then download the appropriate tools. 


from — Visual Basic, C#, C++ and J#, which is Microsoft's 
take on the Java language. Consequently, your first decision 
needs to be what language youre going to use. If youte a 
complete beginner to programming, we strongly 
recommend Visual Basic. Otherwise, choose the language 
you feel most comfortable with. 

You can download all the necessary software from 
http://msdn.microsoft.com/express/. 

There are a few important things to point out. Firstly, 
whichever language you go for, you'll also need to 
download the MSDN library that provides online help as 
you work. Secondly, you'll need to install the technical 
preview of SQL Server 2005 Express. The good news is that 
you dont have to do this manually — you'll be offered the 
option of setting up the MSDN library and SOL Server 





Choosing the right development language 


Finding the programming language that's right for you 


As we've already discussed, there are 
four different programming languages in 
the VS.NET 2005 ensemble: Visual 
Basic, C++, C# and J*#. Visual Basic is 
almost always the best choice for the 
beginner since the language looks more 
like English and is, therefore, easier to 
understand. In fact, Basic stands for 
‘Beginner's All-Purpose Symbolic 
Instruction Code’. 

C# (pronounced C sharp) is a very 
recent language created by Anders 
Hejlsberg, the brains behind Borland's 
Turbo Pascal and Delphi products. C*# 
owes a lot to both C++ and to Java, and 
is an attempt to take the best of 
both of them both while leaving the 


uglier aspects behind! C++, on the other 
hand, is a language that's been around 
for some time. Originally created by 
Bjarne Stroustrup, it evolved from a 
much earlier language — C. The 

Express version of C++, however, has 
been enhanced to make it a better ‘fit’ 
with .NET. 

In terms of ease of use, we'd suggest 
Visual Basic as the simplest option, 
followed by C*. C++ has the steepest 
learning curve but, for reasons we won't 
go into here, is potentially the most 
powerful language. The fourth language 
in the quartet, J*, is really an 
implementation of the Java language 
and is used primarily by Java 


developers who need to move 
their existing code to Microsoft's 
-NET environment. For this reason, 
we wouldn't recommend it for 
novice programmers. 

All four of these languages are 
object oriented. If this doesn’t 
mean much to you right now, don't 
worry because we'll be explaining 
OOP (object oriented programming) in a 
later issue. For .NET programming, you 
really wouldn't want to use a language 
that doesn’t work this way. In the 
coming months, we'll be presenting 
many programming projects that 
make use of all four Express 
programming languages. E 
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If you're new to programming 
and feeling a bit lost, don't 
panic! We'll be going into more 
detail in the next few months. 
Until then, there's lots of help 
online. Microsoft has a large 
number of developer-oriented 
newsgroups, and this is the 
best place to ask and (in time!) 
answer questions. Although 
it's possible to access the 
newsgroups using Outlook 
Express, many people find it 
more convenient to use 
Microsoft's web-based 
newsgroup interface. You can 
find it here: http:// 
communities2.microsoft.com/ 
communities/newsgroups/en- 
us/default.aspx 

To access the development 
newsgroups, click the ‘English’ 
node in the tree-list on the left 
of the web page. Next, click 
the ‘United States’ sub-node 
rather than ‘United Kingdom’. 
This is because all the 
interesting developer-related 
groups are located there. 





Visual Studio.NET 2005 


introduces a new docking 
preview system that makes it 
possible for you to see where 
a dragged IDE window is going 
to end up when it’s ‘dropped’ 
after dragging. 
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Visual Basic Express has a welcome screen from where you 
can start a new project, take a tour of the development system 
and connect to the online VB community. 


during the installation of your first language product. 
Just select both checkboxes and click OK. Once you've 
installed one language product, you won't need to 
reinstall this again. 

Finally, you must create a Microsoft NET Passport account 
before you can download the software. This is very easy to 
do. If you dont already have a Passport account, just go to 
http://www.passport.net. to create one. 

Each VS.NET Express component you download is 
approximately 50MB in size. (Sadly, the small 2.5MB files 
you see first are simply installers that kick-off the 
main download). Consequently, installing VS.NET 
Express from the Internet is best done if you have a 
broadband connection. If youre on dial-up, you'll have 
to be patient. Alternatively, you'll see that Microsoft 
provides a link where you can order the software on CD 
for a nominal cost. 





TAMIA 
|= 
a || a 


TJ- sass TRE 
| 


PR 
teers i P n pa gre Pa 


[=a e od a OP Person Fuad) iii | 


— Jembe me en P Pome Prem cima om Bom 


| il be eiie f 





The Visual Basic starter kit 
project enables you to keep 


E track of your DVD films. 
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Once you've populated your form with the wanted components, 
the next step is to tweak the various properties so that your 
application presents a neat, intuitive interface for end-users. 


A Running Express OK, you've downloaded and 
installed the software. Microsofts pro-level version of 
VS.NET enables you to develop applications in many 
different languages, all from the same environment. 
However, with the Express version, you'll find an entry on 
your Windows Start menu for each of the installed 
development tools. So let's fire up the Express version of 
Visual Basic and see what we get. 

Once you launch Visual Basic Express, you'll see a 
welcome screen like the one in the screenshot. This 
represents a jumping-off point for common Visual Basic 
tasks. For now, let's click the ‘Create Your First Program’ link on 
the welcome screen and work through the tutorial provided 
by Microsoft. | think you'll be surprised at what can be 
achieved with very little effort. You'll see that this first project 
breaks down into five steps: creating the initial project, 
building the user interface, customising the appearance and 
behaviour of the program, adding the necessary code, and 
then running and testing the application. 


Finding your way around the IDE 


A Windows roadmap for Visual Studio 2005 Express Edition 


Regardless of the development 
language you choose to work with, 
the IDE (Integrated Development 
Environment) you use will look the 
same. VS.NET 2005 Express employs a 
sophisticated docking system that 
enables most windows to either float 
above the main IDE window, to be 
docked or ‘tiled’ alongside one another, 
or to auto-hide themselves so that they 
snap to either the left or right side of 
the main window when not in use. We 
wouldn't recommend using the floating 
option because it makes for a very 
cluttered, untidy layout. 

As an example, try right-clicking the 
Solution Explorer window (normally on 


the right-hand side of the IDE). Be sure 
to click the caption bar area and you'll 
see a context menu that enables you to 
select between ‘Floating’, ‘Dockable’ 
and ‘Tabbed Document’. If the window 
is marked as dockable, you can move it 
from one place to another by dragging 
the caption bar. VS.NET 2005 introduces 
a new ‘docking preview’ system that 
displays where the dragged window 
will end up — a series of small arrow 
markers appear on the screen, and as 
the mouse cursor moves over each 
marker, the screen will turn blue to 
indicate where the dragged window will 
appear after it's been ‘dropped’. It 
sounds complicated but do try it. 


The most commonly user IDE 
windows are the code editor, where 
you enter and edit program code, and 
the visual form designer, where you lay 
out the various components that 
comprise your program's user interface. 
You take components from the Toolbox 
window and drag-and-drop them onto 
the form designer. In addition, there's the 
Solution Explorer that provides a high- 
level overview of all source files, forms, 
and so on, in your application. 

Another important IDE window is 
the Properties window. This is used 
to view and edit the properties 
relating to a selected component on 
the form designer. E 


This type of program development is usually called RAD, 
which stands for Rapid Application Development. The basic 
idea is that you visually design the user interface of your 
program using the ‘building blocks’ provided in the Toolbox. 
You can tweak the appearance of the various components 
and glue everything together with a small amount of code. 
RAD-based programming usually means not having to write 
lots of code, and part of the reason for this is that far more 
is happening ‘up front’, at the design stage. 


E Creating your first program Once you've followed 
the first step and created a new Windows application, you'll 
see the design-time form in front of you. This represents 
the program window that users of your application see 
when the program is running. Initially, it's empty, but in the 
next step, you'll add a number of controls to the form. 

| should mention that Microsoft's tutorial doesn't include 
‘Back’ and ‘Next’ buttons on each window. In order to 
proceed to the next step, you'll sometimes need to get 
back to the first page. To do this, right-click anywhere on 
the tutorial screen and click ‘Back’ from the context menu. 

The next step is to add the panel, button, textbox and 
WebBrowser controls from the toolbox, placing them onto 
your design-time form. The Microsoft tutorial recommends 
that you sort the controls in the Toolbox alphabetically — 
this makes it much easier to find what youre looking for. As 
you become more adept at NET programming and collect 
more components, you'll want to add more tabs to the 
Toolbox window and categorise the various controls in a 
way that suits you. 

Microsoft has made some nifty enhancements to the way 
the design-time form works, and these make it easier to 
accurately position controls on the form. For example, as you 
move the textbox around on the panel, you'll notice that small 
vertical and horizontal ‘guides’ appear and disappear from 
time to time. These are designed to help you achieve 
optimum spacing and alignment between different controls 
on the form. Note: because the panel control is a container (it 
can hold other controls), its essential to ensure that you place 
the button and textbox onto the panel. If you get it wrong, 
dont worry — just delete the misplaced control and try again. 

Happy with things so far? Once you have all the controls 
on the form, your next job is to tweak the layout slightly to 
achieve the desired effect. Again, you should follow the 
Microsoft instructions in the tutorial. The most important 
property here is the Dock property. If you've used Delphi or 
C++ Builder, you'll recognise this as being similar to Borlands 
Align property. Basically, it controls the way in which the 
control ‘hugs’ a certain edge of the form on which its located. 
By setting the Dock property of the panel to ‘Top’, it glues 
itself to the top of the form. 

Similarly, setting the Dock property of the web browser 
control to ‘Fill’ tells it to expand into whatever area of the form 
remains. This means it will be located immediately below the 
panel and will fill up whatever screen real estate is left. We 
also need to edit the caption of the button and make sure 
that the textbox and button are aligned relative to one 
another. You can see the effect were trying to achieve in the 
screenshot above the next column. 
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Creating your own web browser is easy with .NET. Here, we've 
improved on Microsoft's sample project by simplifying the user 
interface, eliminating the need for a separate push-button. 





Trying out the program The final step is to create an 
event handler for the ‘Gol’ button. This determines what 
happens when the Go! button is pressed. You can create 
an event handler by double-clicking the button. This will 
cause the Express IDE to add the event handler to your 
project, open the code editor window and place the mouse 
cursor in the editor, ready to type some code. Gulp! This is 
the scary bit! Actually, its really quite simple — just add the 
following code to the event handler: 


WebBrowser1 .Navigate (TextBox1.Text) 


This tells the program to take whatever website address 
you've specified in the textbox, and to ask the web browser 
to navigate to that point. If you now click the ‘Start button’ 
on the IDEs main menu bar (the small right-pointing green 
arrow), the program will be compiled and will start running. 
Congratulations! You've just built your first Windows 
application! Iry typing www.microsoft.com and then click 
the ‘Go!’ button. After a slight pause, the web browser part 
of the form should display the current homepage of 
Microsoft's website This is pretty impressive for just one 
line of code! 

However, things could be so much better. The method 
of having to type a URL into a textbox before clicking a 
button seems ugly. It means you have to move your hand 
from the keyboard to the mouse. You should always think 
about issues like this when designing a good user 
interface. | modified Microsoft's code so | could jump to the 
website | wanted by hitting the [Enter] key. This enabled me 
to get rid of the ‘Go!’ button, replacing it with a label to 
indicate the purpose of the textbox. Finally, | customised 
the caption of the form and adjusted the Anchor property 
of the textbox so that its width automatically tracks the 
width of the form. 

The project code is included on this months SuperDisc. 
See if you can figure out how my new code works! Note: 
you must install the NET Framework Version 2.0 beta (part 
of the Express download) or you won't be able to run the 
pre-built .EXE file. PCP 
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If you've used previous 
versions of VS.NET, you'll know 
that it's possible to customise 
which .NET components 
appear in the Toolbox by right- 
clicking anywhere in the 
toolbox window and selecting 
the “Customize Toolbox...” 
option. This functionality has 
been renamed by Microsoft in 
VS.NET 2005. From now on, 
you need to select “Choose 
Items...” from the Toolbox 
right-click menu, or else select 
“Choose Toolbox Items...” from 
the top-level Tools menu. 
Either way, you'll end up with 
a two-page tabbed dialog from 
where you can choose 
installed .NET or COM 
components. 


Next month, we'll start a new 
two-part tutorial with Visual 
Basic Express, exploring some 
of the benefits of object- 
oriented programming while 
improving the Movie Collection 
Starter Kit along the way. 
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Any programming 
language, but QBasic is 
used here for illustration 
purposes 


-Any files you need 

4 to complete this 
Masterclass are on this 
months SuperDisc. Look 
in the Programmer's 
World section 








Part Four 


Tidying up and 
generalising our 
generator program 











ver the last three months, we've studied the 
© concept of Markov chaining and have seen how 

it could be applied to Herman Melville's novel, 
Moby Dick. If we analyse the way words often fall in 
pairs throughout the novel, and then create some text 
using the same characteristics, we should be able to 
mimic Melville's style. Most of the work has been 
done with a tangle of partition sorts in the ‘MARKOVOZ2. 
BAS’, but though we've discussed it, we've not yet written 
program code to write the text. 


We've deduced theoretically that Markov02 is sound. (In fact, 
it isn’t, as we shall soon see: it has bugs!). This month, we'll 
complete the project by tinkering with Markov02 until its 
output passes our tests and were able to use it to compose 
text appropriate to a bit of New England whaling. 

I've introduced the word ‘telesis’ (tel-EE-sis). Its a Greek 
derivative and means ‘properly planned improvement’ which 
sounds more dignified than ‘debugging’. Short of going all- 
out and writing the final phase of the Markov suite, how can 
we test the integrity of the data produced by Markov02? In 
essence, the file MobyDick.MKV (the large output file from 
Markov02) consists of many tables, each one a Partitioned 
(Binary) Tree. First and foremost, Table A is a tree of all the 
words in the novel, and Table C is a tree of all the words that 
begin with a capital letter. Also, each node in Table A has a 
small tree that consists of each word that follows the node 
word in the novel. The format of these trees is called Table B. 

Simple Binary trees are notoriously tricky to vet. Theres 
not a lot we can do about this. It seems were limited to 
searching lable A to see if a particular word is present; a 
word that will provide exercise for the linkages between the 
nodes, and confirm whether they're correct. Yet it does little 





to highlight any problems. Table C is, however, not a simple 
Binary tree. It's threaded. This means there are extra linkages, 
making it possible to proceed sequentially through the tree 
from node to node. 

If we go through Table C sequentially, we'll test the node 
linkage and the vital threading links, and every single node 
will be checked automatically. The same is true of all of the 
tiny Table B trees, but since identical program code is used to 
produce each of them, testing Table C should highlight most 
coding problems. 

Since we'll be dealing with Markov02, it may be a good 
idea to work with a new copy. This means we can make 
test changes without fear of losing all that hard work. At 
the same time, let's change the OPEN and CLOSE 
references to the files MobyDick.TXT and MobyDick.MKV: 
I've changed these to TelisisX.TXT and TelesisX.MKV, and 
constructed a new (short) TelesisX.TXT file made up of 
only a few sentences. With these preparations, testing 
should be much easier. This is where TelesisA.bas 
(previously unmentioned) comes in. Its a patched-up 
version of Markov02 that reads shorter data (TelesisX.TXT) 
and creates TelesisX.MKV from it. 

It only takes me a few moments to patch TelesisA and 
modify TelesisX.TXT so that | get new test material when | 
need it. 


E Crash test dummies We'll continue by crafting a new 
program that takes TelesisX.MKV as input. Straight away, we 
can copy the characteristic TYPE data definitions from 
Markov02. The QBasic program is included on the SuperDisc 
and is called TelesisB.bas. It features an on-screen list of 
words extracted serially from Table C. The list is non-scrolling 
and repeats at the top of the screen. There are three control 


The long and thin of binary trees Threading adds a new dimension to a binary tree... 





A Binary Tree accommodates items in sorted order at 
its nodes, and provides a high-speed and compact 
way of organising data without moving individual 
items. Everything to the left of a node is prior in 
sequence, and everything to the right is later. 
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long and very thin. 


As we've determined, each node works as a partition, 
dividing into one of two groups every node below it. 
This is generally efficient but there are always cases 
where the nodes are sparse and the tree ends up 


If there’s no right branch from a node, that space can 
be surrendered for a thread. This thread is placed on 
the node at its creation, and points to its ‘parent’. 


PCPlus Back Issues 


Missed an instalment? 
Phone 0870 444 8662 
to order your back issue 


E4 http://forum.pcplus.co.uk 


Speed (words/sec): 


OO 





keys: ENTER to toggle operation ACTIVE/IDLE, and the left and 
right arrow keys to decelerate or accelerate reading. The 
slowest speed is one word per second, and the fastest is a 
meagre 20 words per second (the program starts in idle 
mode, one word per second). 

This follows the rules of reading threaded binary trees, 
so what you should see in the listing would be 
alphabetically-arranged single words until the table is 
exhausted. If the sequence is broken, the program should 
come to an orderly halt (where possible) from which you 
can gather insight into what's actually happening. | find it’s 
good idea to create my own testing tools such as this, and 
to keep them handy, as you never know when scraps can 
be used in new programs to solve future problems and 
reduce the slog of repetitive coding. 


As an illustration, TelesisB contains almost no new code. 


| simply took a similar test program from months ago, 
cobbled it up in a few places so that it understood the new 
data format, and spent a few minutes debugging. Now it’s 
ready to help me debug the much bigger project that is the 
Markov Generator. 


EA Where is the error? As we start to use TelesisB, we 
must ensure that errors only occur in the data (the MKV file) 
and not the test program, so we'll have to be sure of the 
integrity of the test program itself. Its essential task will be to 
follow the chains for Table C and check that the sequence is 
alphabetical. The sort of thing you should anticipate going 
wrong are a wide range of things, such as pointers within the 
data misguiding the flow of data, pointers not being valid or 
incorrect pointer logic. 


grand- 
parent 


inherited thread 


When a node should point rightward towards a new 
node, the thread currently at the right branch is 
inherited by the new node on the right. 


Mh see Ol yo lee PAL 


To move sequentially to the next node, you must take 
the right branch. If it’s a thread, the node you've 
reached is the very next in sequence. 








Our test program has an 
accelerator mechanism that 
regulates the speed at which text 
is read. Sometimes it helps to see 
a sequence in slow motion. 


Take it from me, the display and operational code in TelesisB 
is correct, though we must take steps to ensure we read the 
Table C items as intended for a properly configured Threaded 
Binary Tree. The rules for this can be condensed into 
instructions on how to get from one mode to another. The 
starting point (node zero) is the root of the tree. There are 
basically two ironclad rules: 


A The successor to a node is found by taking the right 
branch. If it's threaded, the node itself is the successor. 

B After a non-threaded branch is taken, you must continue 
finding the leftmost node. 


When a threaded branch reference is zero, the table is 
finished. Study the sequence in the box ‘Finding a Worthy 
Successor’ and absorb the principle of threading thoroughly. 
The problems in the data are associated almost entirely with 
threading, and when you understand how threading should 
work, you'll have added a useful skill to your programming 
knowledge. 


E Wrong - but how and why? How can threading go 
wrong? The first error type that we've already noted was 
when pointers misguide the flow. If you inspect a node, you 
should see that a left branch (if it exists) must be a higher 
address than the address of the current node itself. Why is 
this? The answer is because the word at that node was 
added to the table after the current node. The same is true 
of any existing right branch as long as its not a thread. Note 
that in a Threaded Binary Tree, every node (without 
exception) has a right branch or a thread. The way we 





wilf.hey@futurenet.co.uk 


Wilf Hey has been grappling 
with programming for several 
decades now and hasn't 
been counted out yet 


The test program I've published 
this month, TelesisB, is typical 
of the type of odd program | 
find myself writing all the time. 
And with good reason! 

Such programs contain 
routines that I've perfected 
over the years to do their task 
in the easiest possible way, 
and I find myself going into 
them and slicing out code that 
can be adapted for other uses. 
The word rate routine is a good 
example, especially when 
testing a program. It helps to 
be able to slow it down so that 
l can pick out when and how 
things go wrong (or, every now 
and again, right). The beauty 
of this is that with little 
change, the routine can be 
left in case it’s needed in 
future. Feel free to pinch my 
ideas and code. 





If the right branch is not a thread, you should switch 
immediately to the starting strategy, and follow the 
left branch pointers until they’re exhausted. The item 


with no left branch is the next in sequence. 
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Can you complete your Markov 
Chain Generator now? You 
have all the tools and detailed 
knowledge. Check here again 
over the next few months as 
we publish readers’ ideas for 
improvement. Build a text 
collector program so you can 
readily produce an MKV file 
that encapsulates your own 
writing identity. 

Don't worry if you've found 
the coding exercise too 
difficult. Over the next couple 
of months, you'll be able to 
extract a complete working 
copy from the SuperDisc with 
all (known) bugs removed and 
several other distinctive 
features included. 


In next month’s workshop, 
we'll focus on game theory 
and its implications for both 


fun and practical programming. 


We'll also find an answer to 
that perennial problem: “How 
long is a piece of string?” 


BLACK is 
natural linkage 


RED is 
threading 


WILF’S WORKSHOP 


A few errors arise when we 
first go through Table C in the 
MARKOVO2 data. The test 
program we created for this 
task detects any breaks in 
alphabetical sequence. 


implemented this in Table C was to have 
one variable for the pointer (whether 
threaded or not) and another (short) 


variable to serve as a flag that indicates the 


pointer was a thread. 


Similar analysis of pointers reveals that 


a thread should always be backward, 
leading to a lower disk address than the 
current node. When a thread is created, It 
points to the previous node, which has 
already been created within the tree. Then 
the thread is moved to later nodes in the 
tree through inheritance, but never moved 
to earlier nodes. 


TelesisB identifies poor linkage with one or more letters to 
the left of each word to which linkage has been made: A 
means the alphabetical sequence is broken, ‘X means linkage 
is not to a proper file address, ‘S’ means the logical sequence 
is broken and W means an error in the word data has 
occurred. Of course, if theres one error at a particular node, 
there may be two or more, so these error flags are printed in 


different columns. 


TelesisB is able to read any MKV file, so long as its name 
consists purely of alphanumerics. During testing, you can set 
up several different or patched MKV files, each created at 
some time by TelesisA. And what happens when you run 
TelesisB against the Markov02 output (Mobydick.MKV)? What 


TABLE A 


Location: = 1 
Total Words: “07447 
30666 


Instances: 


A 


Select first word 
{al random) 





The final portion of the Markov 
Generator suite is simple. The 
first word is selected at random 
from Table C, and then at 
random from Table B and A. 








TABLE © 


Location: 42 
Total Mords: 172394 
16152 


Instances: 


About ! 
Accursed 


Accordingly, 
About 


Speed (words/sec): 





you should see is a long list of words in alphabetical 


sequence, and no error codes. Now try with TelesisX.MKV as 
input and think about what problems may arise. At the very 
least, you now have the tools to go through the data knowing 
when and how it appears wrong. 

The challenge here is to improve testing and determine 
what final changes need to be made to Markov02. One 
feature that immediately raises its head is that TelesisB.bas 


enables you to specify the name of the input file. This 


Special ideas for improvement 


There are endless ways to enhance the Markov Chain Generator, but is it worth it? 


When we started our project in PC Plus 
118, you may have felt daunted by the 
prospect of processing every word in a 
book by program. | admit that when l 
first considered it, | 
thought my computer 
would be busy for hours, 
yet today’s computers 


Is there an advantage to be 
gained from ‘smoothing out 
a Threaded Binary Tree, 


r 


"Smoothing" would cut four links out of 
eleven in this instance 
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transforming it into a 
sequential series of nodes? 


make short work of long text. Did you 
notice Markov02 reads the whole text 
once without any processing, except to 
put the total number of words on the 
screen (in red)? 

Admittedly, Markov02 took several 
minutes to run its course, but this is 
mainly because of continually reading 
and writing bits of disk all over the 
place, and not even sequentially. 
Perhaps this will give you heart, to 
realise that you can process hundreds 
of thousands of items in a surprisingly 
short period. What improvements can 
you consider? 

Firstly, everything in Table C is already 
in Table B. Is there some way we can 


would be a handy way to change Markov02 into a 
generalised Markov Chain Analyser, not tied to Moby Dick in 
any respect. You could even go so far as to build libraries 
of MKV files, each summarising the habits of various 
different author. PCP 


combine them, with a few more pointers? 

Alternatively, Table C is required 
only for starting a paragraph (or a 
whole passage). Should we build a 
new pass into Markov02, read the 
nodes in Table C sequentially and 
rewrite them in sequential order? This 
would quickly get rid of the pointers 
(left, right and threaded) and cut down 
on space, reducing text-creation time. 
But is the gain worth the effort? 

The same change could be made 
to each Table B, smoothing them out 
and reducing process time. Note that 
you can't gain time when the table 
is expected to be read only once, or 
not very often. E 


RANTS AND RAVES 








Huw Collingbourne 


huw.collingbourne @futurenet.co.uk 


Huw Collingbourne was ‘Mr Wet 
T-Shirt 1982’ of Tonypandy and 
Surrounding District 


priceless treasure that could earn Its possessor a 
kings ransom in gobstoppers and liquorice chews, as it was 
surreptitiously passed from desk to desk in one of the 
quieter moments of geography. 

How times have changed! You dont have to search for 


smut these days: it 
leaps out and 
batters you about 
the head whether 
you want It to or 
not. Only this 
morning, | 


happened to be searching for information on Claude 
Cattermole ‘Catsmeat’ Potter-Pirbright, a fellow who features 
in several stories and novels by P G Wodehouse. A person 
such as myself who happens to be looking for information 
on a minor character from Jeeves and Wooster yarns is not, 
you might think, likely to be at that moment keenly 


0060 


es ea ee ees me eee es 





The Rai Italian course is colourful and friendly- 
looking, but is best viewed with broadband. 


Mind your language 
If you've followed the saga of my efforts to 
learn languages using my PC, you may be 


interested to know about my latest discoveries. 


Italian learners can enrol on a free six week 
course at www.e-languages.org. This includes 
dialogues, drills and exercises. It assumes a 
basic knowledge of the language as the 
instructions are given in Italian. 

A more comprehensive free Italian course 
can be found at http://corso.italica.rai.it, but 
those of us without broadband will find that 
the graphics and audio may be slow to 
download. For Chinese learners, | strongly 
recommend the compendious tutorials from 
Rutgers University (http://chinese.rutgers. 
edu). This comprises 80 lessons complete with 
audio and dialogues written both in Chinese 
characters and westernised ‘Pinyin’. Once 
again, it’s entirely free. 


PCPlus 271 | October 2004 


interested in ‘Hot Lesbian Sex’. And in so 
thinking, you would be perfectly correct. So 


when Google eventually led me to a page 
featuring Wooster, Jeeves and Catsmeat in 
compromising situations with the 
aforementioned lesbians, you may well 
imagine that | tottered not a little. 

In fact, Catsmeat Potter-Pirbright is not 
unique In his unexpected appearance on 
web pages devoted to ‘S of the ‘HL’ variety. 
In the past, I've been similarly deceived 
after searching for all kinds of arcane 
subjects ranging from exotic plants to 
Schroedinger's Cat. 


Faking it 


Most of these ‘false hits’ can be attributed 


to key words hidden in the target pages. So, 


for example, a page of unbridled carnality 
might contain a list of terms such as ‘Hot 
Lesbian Sex Babes, Exotic Plants, 


Schroedinger's Cat, Bertie Wooster, Catsmeat 


Potter-Pirbright’ just to fool search engines 
into sending users on an irritating wild 
goose chase. | must admit that | am not 
persuaded that people whose interests 
tend towards horticulture, quantum physics 
and Wodehouse are more than usually 
likely to be big spenders on explicit smut. 
Unfortunately, if only 0.01 per cent or so 
of horticultural, Wodehouse-reading 
physicists respond positively to this 
blandishment, it probably makes it 
eminently worthwhile for pornography web 
pages to carry on plaguing the rest of us. 
While Google is generally excellent, | 
long for the day when it has smarter search 
Strategies in order to help us all to avoid 
those sites that set out to deceive and 


“| am not persuaded that people whose 
interests tend towards horticulture, quantum 
physics and Wodehouse are more likely to be 
big spenders on explicit smut.” 








PORN. There, that got 
your attention... 


Led astray, Huw Collingbourne experiences a dark and disturbing 
revision of P G Wodehouse and puts the boot into his PC 


ornography was hard to come by when | was a lad. 
A dog-eared copy of ‘Carnival’ or ‘Parade’ was a 


waste our time. In the meantime, how many bags of 
gobstoppers am | offered for some antique copies of 
‘Carnival’ and ‘Parade’? 


Kinky boots 

In fact, Internet porn has not been the most pressing of my 
problems today. When | turned on my PC this morning, a 
friendly little error 
message popped up 
to tell me that my 
Boot.ini file was 
missing. My response, 
give or take a few 
colourful expletives, 
was, “Okay, so what do you expect me to do about it?” 

As no more help was forthcoming, | rummaged around 
for the Windows installation CD, booted from that and 
eventually found a system recovery option. This asked me if 
| wanted to automate the recovery process. All | needed to 
do was shove my system recovery disk into the floppy disk 
drive. Well that would be wonderful if my PC happened to 
have a floppy disk drive. However, in common with many 
modern PCs, it hasn't. In fact, I'm not even sure if | have a 
floppy disk in the house these days. | hadn't realised people 
used them anymore. 

So anyway, the upshot was that | had to do it the hard 
way. | eventually booted into the “System Recovery Console, 
which, by the looks of it, is just MS DOS with dillusions of 
grandeur. Once again, there wasn't much help on offer so | 
blithely tried running any utilities | could find. Finally, | 
chanced upon something called Bootcfg. This was Just what 
| really needed to find. After some experimentation, | 
persuaded it to recreate my Boot.ini file, which then let me 
boot the PC as normal. 

| still dont know where my Boot.ini file vanished to, since 
| run a virus checker every day and it hasnt detected any 
nasty interlopers. But what is even more mysterious to me 
than the disappearance of the file is Windows’ complete 
inability to restore it automatically. If its boot-up system knew 
it wasnt there, why didnt it just replace it? After all, its only a 
simple text file that contains a few lines about the 
configuration of the operating system. It’s little problems like 
this that makes each day of the Windows users life a thrill- 
packed adventure. PCP 
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€] Google Search: Catsmeat Potter-Pirbright - Tiscali 10.0 
File Edit View Favorites Tools Help 
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lesbo party, you've finally found it. 

... -" Jeeves says primly. "Oh rather, Jeeves. Me, too. Think of 
the stink when 

Catsmeat Potter-Pirbright ‘came out of the closet’ last year . 
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Pornographic P G Wodehouse! Is nothing sacred anymore? 
Are there no depths to which Internet sex sites will not sink? 





PRICE £1,360 (£1,157 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Acer 0845 226 2235 

INFO wwwacernotebooks.co.uk/acersite 
WARRANTY One year 


CPU 1.8GHz Athlon 64 2800+ 

RAM 512MB 

HDD 80GB Hitachi TravelStar (4200rpm) 
DRIVES Panasonic UJ-825S DVD/RW 
GRAPHICS 128MB ATI Mobility 
Radeon 9/00 

SCREEN 15in widescreen TFT 
(1,400x1,050) 

SOUND VIA AC'97 

SPEAKERS Stereo 

COMMS 802.11b, Bluetooth, Gigabit 
Ethernet, 56K Modem 

PORTS 4x USB 2.0, FireWire, PCMCIA, 
Parallel, S-Video 

OTHER HARDWARE 4-in-1 card reader 
OS Microsoft Windows XP Home 
Edition 

OTHER SOFTWARE Acer Launch 
Manager, Adobe Acrobat Reader, 
PowerDVD, Norton AntiVirus, NTI 
CD-Maker 

SIZE 330x272x31mm 

WEIGHT 2.9Kg 


PCPlus 
MOBILEMARK2002 


PCPlus 
3DMARK2003 


3,000 6,000 9,000 12,000 





Come on you reds! This is a 
laptop for Arsenal and 
Manchester United fans. And 
Ferrari lovers, of course. 


becplus ratings 
ACER FERRARI 3200LMI 
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© ONTEST HARDWARE 


ATHLON 64 2800+ NOTEBOOK PC 


Acer Ferrari 3200LMi 





opped with a blood-red lid 
and proudly furnished with 
Ferraris prancing horse logo, 


Acers latest 3200 laptop looks every 
inch a top-flight bit of kit. With AMD 
sponsoring the Ferrari Formula 1 team, 
Acer has tweaked and resprayed one 
of its standard laptop cases to produce 
this limited edition. But while the bold 
colour scheme draws the eye (and a 
revving Fl engine noise assaults the 
ear on start up), its the presence of a 
new Mobile Athlon 64 processor that 
attracts the most interest. 

The Ferrari 32005 beauty is more 
than just logo-deep. Despite its 3200 
designation, this machine is actually 
based around a 1.8GHz 2800+ Athlon 
64, a chip that provides slightly reduced 
performance but at a much-reduced 
price. While this new Mobile Athlon 64 
chip runs 200MHz slower than AMD's 
initial Athlon 64 3000+ model, smaller 
packaging and low power consumption 
make it a much more effective mobile 
processor than its predecessors. 
Consequently, battery life is improved 
over the faster Athlon 64-based laptops 
we've tested. With some battery 
conditioning, you can expect to get an 
average of three hours use. 

In combination with 512MB of PC2/00 
memory and a roomy 80GB hard disk, 
the 2800+ guarantees hearty 32-bit 
performance. And despite the chips 
slightly lower clock speed, it still turns in a 
fine set of numbers. True, a rating of 145 
in MobileMark 2002 isn't stratospheric, 
but it shows that the 
Ferrari 3200 can be a 
jack-of-all-digital-trades. 
Its also worth noting that, 
like AMD other 64-bit 
chips, the 2800+ also 
boasts Enhanced Virus 
Protection built-in. We 
mention this now because 
its finally relevant: EVP 
integrates with Microsoft's 
Service Pack 2 update for 
Windows XP 

Do you care about the Ferrari 3200's 
visual prowess? If you have any 
multimedia ambitions, make note of 
this: the onboard ATI Mobility Radeon 
9/00 throws polygons around with 
arrogant ease, notching up an 
outstanding 3DMark score of 11,148. 
Beyond this, the 3DMark 2003 
benchmark rates the ATI Mobility 
Radeon 9/00's DX8/DX9 performance 
with an encouraging 3,163. Both these 
scores are on a par with those posted 
by 3.2 and 34GHz Intel P4 machines, 
proving that despite the throttled-down 
clock speed, the Mobile Athlon 64 
doesnt compromise on performance. 


e Paa © (J aa 


». BATTERY LIFE 





Note the two impressive logos from two impressive partners. AMD provides the 
processor and much of the internal silicon, Ferrari provides the style. 


All laptops have a 
degree of plug-and- 
play potential and the 
Acer is no different. 
Beyond the standard 
USB 20 (4x), PCMCIA 
(1x) and FireWire (1x) 
connections, the 3200 
features a 4-in-1 flash 
card reader and 
Gigabit Ethernet. 
Usefully, alongside the 
802.11g wireless 
module, the machine 
also includes 
Bluetooth for short- 
range wireless connectivity. It's a solid 
specification and these cutting edge 
components provide the 3200 with the 
all-round power to give Intels Dothan- 
core Centrinos a run for their money. 

Considering that widescreen LCDs 
seem to be all the rage these days, the 


Acers 15in 43 panel has less of a ‘wow’ 


factor. It can't match the quality of 
Sony's X-Black screen technology, but 
the native 1,400x1,050 resolution is 
ideal for general-purpose work. Lastly, 
the slot-loading DVD/RW drive 
(supporting RAM, +R/RW and -R/RW 
formats) adds to the swish sense of 
over-styling that’s the hallmark of this 
Ferrari-themed range. 

As usual, without a 64-bit Windows 
OS, buying an Athlon 64 processor is 
buying into the promise of good 
performance today and better 
performance tomorrow. This 3200 
comes supplied with Windows XP 
Home Edition as standard, but theres 
the prospect of a 64-bit boost 





The chassis may be forward-looking, but 
you still get the connections of yester- 
year: serial and parallel. 


whenever Microsoft gets around to 
selling Windows XP64. As we reported 
last month, a proposed OEM-only sales 
policy for Windows XP64 may make 
Microsoft's updated OS difficult to 
obtain if you don't buy it pre-installed 
on a new machine. A lack of 
clarification from Microsoft on this issue 
has the potential to scare you off 
buying an Athlon 64 system completely, 
at least for the time being. 

And this would be a shame. Recent 
Athlon 64 3000+, 3200+ and 3400+ 
systems we've seen havent been a 
match for similarly-configured Pentium 
4 and Centrino machines, yet this 
cheaper Mobile Athlon 64 system 
shows just what AMDS chips are 
capable of. Bar the Ferrari livery, this is 
a multi-talented laptop. 

Dean Evans 


MULTIMEDIA AUTHORING 





he name ‘Nero is synonymous 
with CD burning, and although 
the latest generation of the 
company's flagship title still provides 
this feature, it's only one of a range of 
tools the title provides. Nero 6 is actually 
a massive collection of media utility 
tools that enable you to work with 
audio and video content, organise 
photographic files, back up data and 
more. As youd imagine with such a 
wealth of options, installation takes 
some time, but once youte up and 
running, you have access to the Nero 
SmartStart interface via your system tray. 

The primary application remains the 
familiar and comprehensive burning 
tool, although some minor interface 
modifications and revised icons provide 
more intuitive navigation. Theres also 
improved support for miniDVD and InCD 
formatted discs, and CD+G copying is 
now possible. Multiple recording is 
another plus, with four recorders 
recognised simultaneously, while 
integration of drive-locking provides 
intelligence, empowering Nero and 
InCD 4 to work out which drives can be 
used. The simplified Express 
component also benefits from interface 
revisions, SO novice users don't feel left 
out when it comes to experiencing 
Neros power. 

The popularity of DVD burning has led 
to natural developments within the 
‘NeroVision Express’ video editing and 
authoring element of the suite. In addition 
to having more capacity, this particular 
component enables the creation of basic 
DVD menus. The results may not 
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SOFTWARE 


Ahead Nero 6 Power Pack _ 


The core Burning ROM application remains familiar, although interface enhancements 
and new icons make accessing key features much easier, improving your efficiency. 


Photo and Video 


Capture Video 
Play Yideo 


Recode DYD-Video 


Convert DYD-Video 
Movies to Nero 


ero T 
DIGITAL 


function that enables 
the selective repair of 
individual files. 
ImageDrive goes even 
further with the ability 
to create virtual drive 
images that behave 
just as a regular drive 
should. This feature, 
provides CD and DVD 
drive emulation and 
support for up to two 
image drives. You can 
also mount an 


Record TY Show 


Make Movie 


Record Directly to Disc 


Burn DYD-Video Files 









PRICE £43 (VAT N/A) 
SUPPLIER Koch 01256 70 78/7 
INFO www.nero.com 


| CPU Pentium 300MHz or equivalent 


RAM 64MB 
OS Windows 95 or later 


Nero is established as one of 
the leading CD and DVD 
burning applications available 
for Windows. It provides a 
comprehensive set of tools 
through an intuitive interface 
that makes intelligent use of 
Wizards as well as fully 
configurable dialogues. It’s a 
powerful utility for both novice 
and expert users. 
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Windows Movie Maker. 

Footage is captured via the usual 
methods, including USB 2.0 and 
FireWire. Following this process, 
common transitions can be applied 


a soundtrack and creating custom 
menus. You can then burn the results 
to Video CD, Super Video CD or DVD to 
play through your computer or 
domestic DVD player. Audio files are 


Designer and Media Player 
components. However, it’s the 
Nero Toolkit that supplies the 

muscle. It's effectively a range Scan Wan ec 

of utility programs that provide T a 


Supported Read Features 

CD-R DVD-R 
CD-RW DVD-RW 
DVD-RAM DVD+R 
DVD-ROM DVD+RW 


DVD+R DL 
CD Text 
CD+G 

C2 Errors 


EAK 
aaO 


DVD+R DL 
Mount Rainier 


aog 


DVD-RAM DVD+R Buffer Underun 


before you burn directly to DVD+R/+RW 
using DVD+VR technology. The new 
Recode element provides further 
features in Support, compressing any 
non-protected DVD video title to fit on a 
standard 4./GB disc. 

But if organising video content Is a 
little too ambitious for you, the photo 
Slide show variant of NeroVision 
Express may provide the tools you 
need. Images can be captured either 
from your hard drive or directly from 
your camera or scanner, to be 
organised into a self-running slide 
show. Basic editing capabilities will help 
you crop and clean your images, and 
there are additional options for adding 


handled with SoundIrax, with full MP3, 
mp3PRO, WMA, AAC and HE-AAC 
decoding support, while basic audio 
editing tools (courtesy of Wave Editor 2) 
enable the removal of clicks and pops 
from digitized analogue recordings. 
Nero 6 also includes some 
impressive data back-up features that 
extend beyond manual burning 
capabilities. The new BackltUp feature, 
included with the Ultra Edition, enables 
the scheduling of periodic burning of 
defined files or hard disk regions. With 
incremental, differential and updating 
options available, back-ups can be 
burned directly to CD or DVD. If 
neccesary, you can use a restore 


comprehensive system 
information with focus on the 
CD and DVD drives. This helps 
to ensure that optimum 
running modes are pre-set 
prior to burning. 

Nero faces stiff competition from 
Roxios Creator 7 suite (PC Plus 216), 
which offers a similar range of features 
at a comparable price. Basic versions of 
both titles are commonly bundled with 
new systems, so you may develop a 
bias towards one or the other. But 
considering the range of back-up 
features available, and its low price, 
Neros suite is an essential upgrade. 
Chris Schmidt 





Modes: Packet, TAO, DAO, SAO, RAW SAO, RAW DAO, RAW 
SAO 16, RAW SAO 96, RAW DAO 16, RAW DAO 96 


DVD Features 
Region Control: 
Region Code: 2 vendor: 


BRIEK 


DVD+RW Protection 


RPC || Changes Left: user: 








Not sure what your hardware can 
handle? Nero Toolkit will provide 
all the information you need in 
one handy screen. 


AHEAD NERO 6 
POWER PACK 


Value 0090000000 
Features 0090000000 


Performance @©0000000 
OVERALL 9) 
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PRICE £88 (£75 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Protac 0870 120 5370 
INFO wwwecs.uk.com 
WARRANTY One year 


CPU LGA775 Pentium 4 (Prescott) 
MEMORY 2x DDR2 533MHz, 2x DDR 
400MHz (2GB max) 

CONNECTIONS PCI-Express x16, 2x 
PCI-Express x1, AGP Express, 2x PCI, 
IDE, floppy, 4x SATA, 10/100/1000 
Ethernet, 2x PS/2, serial, parallel, 

6x audio, 4x USB 2.0 

SIZE 305x244mm 





ECS 915P-A 


Features 009000000 
Performance @0900000 





PRICE £151 (£129 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER www.mini-itx.com/store 
INFO www.epia.com.tw 
WARRANTY One year 


CPU Integrated VIA CG 
‘Nehemiah’ 1.2GHz 
MEMORY 1x DDR266 
DIMM EXPANSION PCI 
DIMENSIONS 170x1/0mm 


( PCPlus ratings 
VIA EPIA MINI-ITX 
MII12000 
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HARDWARE 


PENTIUM 4 ATX MOTHERBOARD 








f youre looking to buy a new 
Pentium 4 system, the new 
LGA//5 processor is obviously the way 

to go, at least in terms of future- 
proofing your investment. However, 
things could get a little tricky if youe 
trying to upgrade your current hardware 
as, along with the new socket 
mechanism, Intels 915P chipset 
supports newer technologies and 
Standards that are incompatible with the 
kit most of us have in our machines. 

ECS has tried to make the transition 
to the new standard as painless as 


C3 MINI-ITX MOTHERBOARD 





VIA EPIA Mini-ITX MII12000 





M) otherboards boasting integrated 
processors have disappeared from 
the mainstream market, yet you'll still 
find these beasts in certain niche areas, 
as this latest offering from VIA shows. 
Small form factor systems aren't as 
performance-focused as their larger 
cousins, and emphasis is more on 
quietness than it is on number 
crunching. The low-voltage Nehemiah 
processor running at 1.2GHz here needs 
far less cooling than your average 
Pentium 4 or Athlon XP 


ECS 915P-A 





Two normal PCI 

slots can be found 
alongside the tiny new 
PCI-Express x1 slots. 


possible with its 915P- 
A. This offers support 
for those all- 
important new 
technologies, but 
does so in union with 
existing connectors 
and slots. For 
example, you'll find 
two DDR2 memory 
Slots that support 
AQOMHz and 533MHz DIMMs in addition 
to a pair of normal DDR slots that 
support DDR333 and DDR400 sticks. 
While only one standard can be used at 
any one time, it does mean you can 
use your existing memory and upgrade 
to DDR2 when it becomes more 
affordable. 

A similar approach has been taken 
with the graphics subsystem and, with 
no obvious benefit from the newer PCI- 
Express x16 interface just yet, the AGP 
Express slot makes for a neat stopgap 
(in theory, at least). In practice, only a 


Almost ridiculously 
small, the mini-ITX 
needs a tiny case to 
really show its power. 


In this age of 
34GHz processors and 
SYSmark 2002 scores 
of 360-plus, a result 
as low as 60 Is 
difficult to swallow. Of 
course, this system 
isnt designed to take 
on machines that cost 
£2000 pounds — it's 
designed to sit in an 
affordable file server, set-top box or tiny 
multimedia station. There is a problem 
here, and its that the lowly processor 
and graphics subsystem is going to 
have trouble performing some of the 
more general functions that will be 
asked of it. 

DVD playback is smooth, but you 
can forget about heavy multimedia 
applications, and games are an absolute 
no-no. The 3DMark 2001SE result of 696 
is lower than most laptops, and equates 
to a fairly unplayable 10fps in the low 


handful of cards are supported, and it's 
worth checking that your current card is 
on the list (available on the ECS 
website). The ATi Radeon 9800 Pro we 
use for testing isnt on the list and 
caused the machine to crash whenever 
we tried running the 3DMark tests. 

Somewhat surprisingly, theres only 
one IDE connector present and this 
means youre going to have to make 
the leap to Serial ATA whether you want 
to or not. The four Serial AIA connectors 
do mean that this machine should 
handle the drive demands of tomorrow. 

The motherboard is well laid out, 
with plenty of room around the key 
components and, thanks to the 
automatic driver installation script, 
setting everything up is painless. The 
915P-A isn't going to set the world alight, 
with an overall result of 300 in SYSmark 
2002 (distinctly average). 

This is an interesting attempt at 
easing some of the problems 
associated with the move to a new 
Standard. Unfortunately, it doesn’t quite 
live up to its promise, with limited 
graphics card support and uninspiring 
performance making this an 
Opportunity missed. 

Alan Dexter 





quality tests. This isn't a board youre 
going to want to try Doom Ill on. 

It's not all bad news though, and for 
such a small form factor there are 
impressive features. Apart from the pair 
of USB 2.0 connectors, 10/100 Ethernet 
and trio of audio jacks, you'll also find a 
FireWire port and an S/PDIF But it’s the 
PCMCIA and SmartMedia slots above 
these connectors that really push the 
potential of the system. In a normal 
machine, these would be useful — 
here, they're excellent . 

Obviously, things are cramped, and 
you do only get one memory slot to 
play with. There are no serial AIA 
connectors but a pair of parallel IDE 
ports should suffice. Of course, you'll 
need to grab a suitable case to go with 
this motherboard and one of those all- 
in-one Shuttle cases would look 
appealing. 

If youre looking to build a low- 
powered system thats even smaller 
than a Flex-AIX system, this packs a 
reasonable punch for your money. 

It'S not an all-singing, all-dancing 
solution by any means, but it does 
just about enough. 

Alan Dexter 





A4 INKJET PRINTER 








he new Epson Stylus C86 comes 
in two flavours. The standard 
model has a street price of around £90 
and the ‘Photo Edition’ costs £9 extra and 
comes with a standalone 6-in-1 flash 
memory card reader in the box. Both 
have a reasonably attractive, silver-grey 
and black finish and a small footprint. 
The C865 main claim to fame is 
that, like the C84 it replaces, the 
printer uses Epsons Durabrite inks. 
The great thing about these is that 
the results are amazingly smudge- 
and water-resistant, even straight out 


A4 ALL-IN-ONE PRINTER 


With Durabrite inks, 
the C86 produces 
long-lasting, smudge- 
resistant results. 


of the printer, with 
minimal drying time. 
In fact, the C86 
uses the same 
cartridge line-up as 
the older C84, with 
Standard or 
high-capacity 

ink tanks available 
for black and all 
three colours. 

The standard 10441 black cartridge 
provides enough ink for around 380 
pages at standard five per cent 
coverage, whereas the high capacity 
T0431 should be good for around 900 
pages. This brings the average page cost 
for mono text A4 sheets down from 5.2p 
to 3.5p. Meanwhile, colour pages at the 
same five per cent coverage work out at 
around /6p, using the high-capacity 
T0442/3/4 cyan, magenta and yellow 
tanks. This makes the C86 roughly 
equivalent, in terms of running costs, to 
HP's deskjet 5150c, but a fair bit more 


Epson Stylus C86 Photo Edition 


expensive than Canons identically-priced 
i560 printer, which works out at just 2.5p 
per mono page and 54p for colour, as 
revealed in our recent inkjet group test 
(PC Plus 219). The other main difference 
is that the Canon and the Epson have 
individually replaceable ink tanks, 
whereas the HP doesn't. 

According to the specification list, 
the C86 is fast, with mono pages flying 
out at up to 22ppm and colour at up to 
12ppm. In our single page mono text 
test, a slightly greyish draft page took 
eight seconds to output, while a crisper 
black, ‘normal quality’ page took a 
lengthy 15 seconds. In comparison with 
the Canon i560, colour DIP mixed text 
and graphics pages were slow at 66 
seconds each and, for a full A4 photo 
in best quality mode, the C86 proved 
positively sloth-like, taking over eight 
minutes to output the page (the i560 
did it in two minutes and 19 seconds). 

Overall, the C86 is a reasonable office 
workhorse if smudge-resistant prints are 
important to you. However, slow speed, 
high running costs and lacklustre photo 
quality (even on Epsons Durabrite photo 
paper) make it a poor all-round choice 
compared with the competition. 
Matthew Richards 


Epson Stylus CX6600 





Oo ake a new Epson C86 printer 
(more or less), stick a flatbed 
scanner in its lid and you have a 
CX6600 all-in-one. We won't go too 
deeply into all the pros and cons of the 
Straightforward printing abilities of this 
printer, as they're almost identical to the 
C86 (reviewed above). Suffice to say 
that the Durabrite inks, on which the 
printing is based, dry almost as soon 
as they hit the paper and give excellent 
smudge- and water-resistant prints, but 
with some limitations. 





A good range 

of controls for stand- 
alone copying is 

an added bonus. 


The CX6600 
costs £30 more than 
the C86 Photo Edition 
printer, but comes 
with high-capacity ink 
cartridges, as opposed 
to the much lower 
volume standard 
cartridges supplied 
with the C86. Once 
you take this out of 
the equation, it means youre only paying 
about £15 for the scanner and all the 
extra photocopying functionality, which is 
a bargain by anyones standards. If you 
take a look at this months scanner group 
test, you'll see were rather fond of Epson 
scanners and the one built into the 
CX6600 is no exception. 

The scanners maximum optical 
resolution is an impressive 1200x2400dpi 
— more than adequate when you 
consider theres no film-scanning 
attachment, and plenty for enlarging 


small areas of existing prints. Photo 
purists might be put off by the fact that 
the scanner is a CIS (Contact Image 
Sensor) device rather than having a CCF 
(Cold Cathode Fluorescent) light source. 
Typically, these aren't quite as accurate for 
photo-scanning in terms of colour 
rendition, but have the advantage of 
requiring no warm-up time to calibrate 
the lamp. 

The result is that, for mono or colour 
photocopying, the CX6600 is quick and 
easy to use. However, its not as fast as 
the specs might suggest. In our tests, 
photocopying a mono text page in 
normal quality mode took a brisk 26 
seconds and the quality was a lot crisper 
than the greyish draft mode print we fed 
it with. Switch to ‘best’ quality stand- 
alone colour copying and a full A4 photo 
takes about seven and a half minutes. 
Output is nice and sharp, with the slight 
lack of vibrancy and colour range of the 
four-ink Durabrite system the only limiting 
factor. The CX6600 also offers stand- 
alone printing from a wide range of flash 
memory cards, making it a versatile 
solution for home or office printing that’s 
well worth the asking price. 

Matthew Richards 


HARDWARE | ONTEST 


PRICE £99 (£84 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Epson 0870 241 6900 
INFO www.epson.co.uk 
WARRANTY One year 


PRINT RESOLUTION 5 760dpi 
PRINT SPEED 22ppm A4 mono, 
12ppm A4 colour 

INPUT TRAY CAPACITY 120 sheets 
INTERFACE Parallel, USB 1.1 





EPSON STYLUS C86 
PHOTO EDITION 


Value 000000 
009000 
000000 





Features 





Performance 


OVERALL 





PRICE £129 (£110 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Epson 0870 241 6900 
INFO www.epson.co.uk 
WARRANTY One year 


PRINT RESOLUTION 5, 760dpi 
SCAN RESOLUTION 1,200x1,200dpi 
PRINT SPEED 22ppm mono, 

llppm colour 

PRINT SPEED l6cpm mono, 

6cpm colour 

INPUT TRAY CAPACITY 150 sheets 


EPSON STYLUS CX6600 
Value 009000000 
Features 009000000 


Performance @©@000000 


OVERALL 
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PRICE £1,300 (£1,106 ex VAT) 
DELIVERY £40 (£34 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Evesham 0870 160 9500 
INFO www.evesham.com 
WARRANTY Iwo years on-site; one 
year return-to-base 


CPU 2.2GHz AMD Athlon 64 3500+ 
(Socket 939) 

RAM 512MB DDR400 

CORE LOGIC nForce3 250 

HDD 200GB Western Digital S-ATA 
7200rpm 

DRIVES 8x Sony double-layer 
DVD+RW, 16x Sony DVD-ROM 
GRAPHICS 128MB Nvidia 

GeForce 6800 

SOUND 71 Nvidia on-board 

SCREEN 19in Viewsonic VX910 LCD 
SPEAKERS 2.1 Altec Lansing 2100 
COMMS 56K modem, Gigabit Ethernet 
PORTS 6x USB 20, 2x FireWire, Serial, 
Parallel, PS/2 Keyboard/Mouse, 
VGA-out, DVI-I, S-Video, 5x Audio-Out, 
S/PDIF-Out, Headphones, Mic 
OTHER HARDWARE Microsoft 
wireless keyboard and mouse 

OS Microsoft Windows XP Home 
OTHER SOFTWARE None 


PCPlus 


BENCHMARK INDEX 2004 


PCPlus 
3DMARK2003 
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The GeForce 6800 graphics card 
isn’t ‘Ultra’, but is an effective 
performer nonetheless. 


EVESHAM AXIS 
64 DOMINATOR 


Features 009000000 
Performance @00000000 














Fe PCPlus 221 | October 2004 


HARDWARE 


SOCKET 939 ATHLON 64 3500+ DESKTOP PC 


Evesham Axis 64 Dominator 


ith all the fuss over Intels new 
chipsets, wed almost 
forgotten about Athlon 64. 


Fortunately, AMD has jogged our 
memory by bringing in a new pin 
layout for its mainstream 64-bit 
processors. Over the next few months, 
Socket 939 will gradually usurp its /54- 
pin predecessor as AMD's most-used 
architecture. We've already seen a 
couple of motherboards boasting this 
new design and, for the most part, 
were reasonably impressed. But the 
Evesham Axis 64 Dominator is the first 
full PC running this technology we've 
seen and our first opportunity to really 
put it through its paces. 

Regular readers of PC Plus will be 
aware that we've recently extolled the 
apparent future-proofness of Athlon 
64-based machines. Unfortunately, this 
new CPU design puts the mockers on 
this claim. 939-pin processors will 
not be compatible with older 
motherboards, negating the upgrade 
potential for already-purchased PCs. If 
you've bought such a machine and are 
feeling peeved, we don't blame you. 

However, AMD claims the evolution 
is justified, pointing at a couple of small 
but significant technological advances. 
Firstly, the HyperTransport bus is given 
a speed boost, from 1.6GHz to 2GHz. 
This provides a maximum bandwidth 
of 8GB/s, which should prove 
extremely handy for demanding 
interfaces like gigabit Ethernet. 
Secondly, new processors are equipped 
with a dual- 
channel memory 
manager, as 
opposed to the 
single-channel 
option found on 
every one of the 
/54-pin chips. 
Giving the CPU 
faster memory 
access enables 
AMD to cut costs 
(for itself and its 
customer) by 
using less Level 2 
cache in its 
silicon, without impacting on overall 
performance. Socket 939 has been 
introduced in three flavours: the 3500+, 
3800+ and a new FX-53. In this mid- 
price machine, Evesham has plumped 
for the 3500+, coupling it with 512MB of 
DDR400 RAM inside Nvidias nForce3 
250 chipset. In our tests, this core logic 
has proved the best platform for Athlon 
64, boasting all the on-board features 
you could ask for, and eking every last 
Hz out of any processor its given. 

With that said, we're slightly 








Evesham’s first Socket 939 PC features a surprising return to the near-legendary Xpider 
case design. Hopefully the technology inside will prove more attractive. 


disappointed with this machines 
performance. Naturally, it will fly through 
simpler office tasks, but we expected it 
to be towards the top-end for multi- 
tasking and demanding video work as 
well, and isnt quite there. A score of 16/ 
in SYSmark 2004, split into 189 for 
Internet Content Creation and 144 for 
Office Productivity, is no disgrace, but 
its not significantly better than most of 
the £999 systems from our Lab Test in 
PC Plus 219 

For graphics, Evesham has taken 
the Nvidia route, opting for the standard 
128MB GeForce 6800. Although the 
Ultra version of this card will give you 
more raw power, this incarnation will 
serve you well for 999 per cent of 
games. In our benchmark tests, it 
scored 19830 and 9002 in 3DMarks 
2001SE and 2003, and 53,828 in 
Aquamark. Connected to this GPU is a 
gorgeous 19in Viewsonic LCD screen 
that boasts superb image quality and 
more than reasonable refresh rates. It’s 
rare to find such a good monitor with a 
sub-£1,500 PC. 

Unfortunately, the provision for 
audio isnt quite so impressive. Were 
not too disappointed with the 
motherboard-based Nvidia chipset, as 
it provides for /1, producing sound just 
as good as most pricey stand-alone 
options. But the surround sound output 
is wasted, poured as it Is into a set of 
2.1 Altec Lansing speakers. The quality’s 
reasonable enough but, these days, 
you generally get at least a 5.1 set with 
even the cheapest PCs. 

One thing we certainly can't 
complain about is the storage line-up. A 
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Socket 939 architecture won't offer 
improvements over 745-pin technology, but 
it should cover your bases a little longer. 


200GB S-ATA hard drive may not be as 
noteworthy as it was a year ago, but 
we still defy anybody to fill this much 
space. And proving once again that 
Evesham gets the latest technology 
before anyone else, the HDD is 
supported by a pair of optical drives 
that includes a dual-layer DVD re-writer. 
There are a host of faster variations on 
this theme but, for the time being, this 
8x device is as good as DVD technology 
gets. External connections include 
gigabit Ethernet and six USB 20 ports. 
If were honest, this is an 
unremarkable PC for the money. There 
are no glaring omissions, but it's not 
attention-grabbing either. One major 
factor in its favour is that the Socket 939 
processor technology is truly future-proof, 
offering the chance to upgrade to faster 
CPUs and feel the benefit when they 
become available. 
Russell James 


ASP .NET TEXT EDITOR 
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Delphi 6.0 


NoRealEstate 


Available Packages 














Q reeTextBox, as the name implies, 
is a freeware ASP .NET editor 
control that you can use to provide 
sophisticated editing facilities on your 
ASPX web pages. You can use it 
without restriction, although if you want 
the source code, you'll have to pay the 
author $50, (approximately £27). This is 
in contrast to FCKeditor Version 2.0: an 
open source project that provides the 
code for nothing. 

The control is implemented as a 
small 136KB .NET assembly. Three 
different visual styles are available: 
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and MyBase DataAccess Components 
and BDE DB Components 

jorland SQL Explorer UI Package 

land CLX Database Components 

and CLX Standard Components 
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and Standard Components 

and ADO DB Components 

and Database Components 
jorland Base Cached ClientDataset 
jorland MyBase DataAccess Components | X:\Program 


Borland BDE DB Components 


Borland SQL Explorer UI Package 


jorland CLX Database Components 


jorland CLX Standard Components 


FreelextBox 2.0.7 


FreeTextBox provides a 
respectable amount of 
text editing ability in a 


Copyright(c) 2003-24 lightweight control. 
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Office 2003, Office XP 
and Office 2000, the 
former having been 
added in version 2.0. 
As you'll see from the 
screenshot, various 
toolbars are also 
provided. Each 
toolbar button is 
implemented as a 
predefined object of 
class IoolbarButton and the 
documentation explains how to add 
your own custom buttons to the toolbars 
using Javascript code. Pop-up hints can 
be associated with each button. 

As youd hope, FreelextBox supports 
the ability to perform a formatted text 
paste from Word. Hyperlinks are also 
supported and you can use a couple of 
toolbar buttons to create and remove 
links from selected text. Another button 
removes all formatting from the 
selected text. The author's choice of 
predefined colours for foreground and 


Package Manager is 
designed to simplify 
management of 
packages in Delphi IDE. 


[- x) 
30 Day Trial 


“IL 
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Safe, version Specific 
manner. However, 
from a developers 
point of view, things 
can still be 
problematic. If youre 
creating a new version 
of a component set 
(typically located in a 
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Root: HKEY_CURRENT_USER - Key: Software Borland \Delphi\6.0\Known Packages\ 





ost Windows developers have 

heard of ‘DLL Hell’ — an unpleasant 
condition that occurs when you start 
losing track of what DLLs your application 
needs, what version is required to do 
what, and so on. Package Hell, on the 
other hand, is a disorder that only affects 
Delphi and C++ Builder programmers. This 
software should help you avoid it. 

Borlands VCL-based package is a 

great extension to the DLL concept. It 
makes it possible to link an application 
with one or more packages in a type- 


package) and you also 
have applications that 
use the old version of the same package, 
youd ideally want to be able to switch 
between the different package 
configurations. Similar arguments apply for 
software reviewers who need to be able to 
revert their Delphi configuration to a ‘factory 
fresh state after reviewing new add-ins. 
Unfortunately, the Delphi IDE doesn't 
support the idea of a designated 
working set of packages, and this is 
where Package Manager comes in. 
Pack-Man, the brainchild of ABCC 
Computers of Tunbridge Wells, is 


SOFTWARE 


background are perhaps a little harsh 
(again, see the accompanying 
screenshot), but it's easy to change 
these to something more restrained! 
Tables are well-covered. The control 
is also extremely flexible with user- 
visible text strings made changeable 
via ‘language packs’ that are 
implemented in the form of an XML 
file. Theres an active support forum at 
the author's website where other 
developers report bugs, submit change 
requests, and generally chat. 
Documentation is provided as a 
HTML (.CHM) file that lists all the classes, 
properties, methods and so on, defined 
within the Free TextBox.dll assembly. 
Some of these have been auto- 
generated and could do with being 
fleshed out. Some introductory tutorial 
information would also be useful for 
those new to ASP .NET programming. 
However, a number of sample ASPX web 
forms are provided. Other than this, and 
the lack of support for right-click context 
menus (a useful feature of FCKeditor), 
perhaps the only real criticism is that 
you have to pay money for the source 
code. But we accept that John Dyer has 
to eat from time to time! 
Dave Jewell 


Package Manager 1.0.0.51 


designed to simplify the business of 
IDE package management. A banner 
on the company website says: “Got IDE 
constipation? Let Pack-Man clear you 
out.” The hi-tech equivalent of senna 
pod casserole, perhaps? 

Pack-Man is compatible with Delphi 
versions 5, 6 and / yet the website 
States that it hasn't been extensively 
tested against version 5. Once you 
install, its necessary to go through a 
short period of searching for available 
versions of the IDE. When that's done, 
you should end up with something like 
the accompanying screenshot. 

Pack-Man is based around the 
concept of a ‘quick set’ that represents 
a specific set of packages in use by the 
IDE. When changing from one quick set 
to another, its necessary to restart the 
IDE, but this is to be expected. It's 
simple to set up quick sets to cope 
with different development scenarios 
and, of course, this works 
independently for each IDE version. 
There are a few niggles. For example, 
Pack-Man doesnt seem to like 
displaying path names containing 
Spaces. But it does work as advertised! 
Dave Jewell 





PRICE Free 

SUPPLIER John Dyer 
revjon@users.sourceforge.net 
INFO www-freetextbox.com 


CPU Pentium or equivalent 
RAM 16MB 
OS Windows 98 or later 


FREETEXTBOX 2.0.7 
Features KAAKAA) 
Performance @©0000000 


PRICE £25 (£21 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER ABCC Computers 
0189 251 2432 

INFO www.abccweb.co.uk 


CPU Pentium or equivalent 
RAM 16MB 
OS Windows 98 or later 


Cm 
ABCC PACKAGE MANAGER 
1.0.0.51 
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PRICE £299 (£254 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER HP 0845 270 4215 
INFO www.hp.com/uk 
WARRANTY One year 


PRINT RESOLUTION 600x600dpi 
PRINT SPEED 19ppm A4 mono, 4ppm 
A4 colour 

MEMORY 64MB 

INPUT TRAY CAPACITY 125 sheets 
INTERFACE Parallel, USB 2.0 





HP LASERJET 2550L 

ETT 009000000 
00000000 
00000000 


Features 


Performance 





OVERALL 





PRICE £139 (£118 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Lexmark 0845 444 0044 
INFO www.lexmark.co.uk 
WARRANTY One year 


PRINT RESOLUTION 600x600dpi 
PRINT SPEED 22ppm 

MEMORY 16MB 

INPUT TRAY CAPACITY 250 sheets 
INTERFACE Parallel, USB 2.0 


LEXMARK E232 
Value 0000000000 
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HARDWARE 


A4 COLOUR LASER PRINTER 


HP Laserjet 2550L 











he physical dimensions of HP's 
new budget colour LaserJet 2550L 
aren't much bigger than the average A4 
inkjet printer, although it weighs 
considerably more at a back-straining 
22Kg. At £299 the 2550L has an 
impressive specification built around a 
264MHz processor and 64MB of fast 
SDRAM memory. You can add more 
memory, but its expensive at HP's 
prices, with £379 expected for 64MB 
and £6/7 for 128MB — both 
considerably more than the price of the 
printer itself. As it stands, theres plenty 





A4 MONO LASER PRINTER 


Lexmark E232 





Q ancy colour inkjet printers are all 
very well for printing photos, but 
what happens when you want to do 
serious work? Why use an inkjet for a 
2,000-letter mail-shot when it costs 10p 
or more per page? 

If youre sensible, you'll get yourself 
a laser printer for intensive printing. This 
long-established technology can turn 
out page after page of crisp black text 
very quickly. Fortunately, these 
workhorses of modern computing have 
taken a real tumble in price lately, 





HP LaserJet quality is 
available at a very 
reasonable price, and 
in full colour. 


of built-in memory 
for a full A4 photo 
print, so a more 
sensible upgrade 
would be an 
additional paper tray. 
This costs £94, 

sits underneath 

the printer and not 
only boosts the input 
capacity by 250 
sheets, but also means you don't have 


to have the printer's front panel open 


and sticking out for paper feeding. 

The resolution of 600x600dpi might 
not look much compared to the 
outrageously high figures sported by 
most inkjets, but HP's Imageret 2400 
system boosts sharpness to provide 
brilliantly defined fonts in mono 
printing and pin-sharp colour graphics. 

The LaserJet 2550L has clear 
advantages for business printing, as 


the only inkjets that come close in 
terms of providing touch-dry output 


The impressive 
Lexmark E232 is just 
begging for space in 
your home office. 


making them cheap 
enough to consider 
buying for use 
alongside your inkjet. 

When it comes 
to lasers, Lexmark is 
right up there with HP 
The company may 
have a lesser 
reputation for its 
consumer inkjet 
models, but laser is definitely a game 
Lexmark knows how to play. 

The E232 costs a whisker under 
£140. It's small, square and squat, and 
can spit out paper at up to 22 pages 
per minute. This isn't as fast as some of 
its competitors, but where the E232 
really scores is with its ‘time to first 
page’. The first piece of paper comes 
out in less than 8.5 seconds. So, as 
long as youre not printing stacks of 
pages at a time, the E232 will 
outperform some of its ‘faster’ rivals. 


Straight from the printer are from 
Epsons Durabrite range (see separate 
review of the new Stylus C86, page 53). 
However, font edges are much crisper 
and blacks are much more solid. Colour 
is also surprisingly rich for a colour 
laser, making the 2550L a great choice 
for DIP work. 

As youd expect, the photo output 
from this laser, like any other, can't 
match the full-on glossy output of an 
inkjet printer. Nonetheless, colour 
rendition is very natural and the HP 
makes a good job of vivid colours and 
more subtle hues and skin tones. 

In terms of running costs, the 
DeskJet’s black cartridge is good for 
5000 pages and costs £47 which works 
out at less than a penny per print. Even 
colour is frugal, with individually 
replaceable cyan, magenta and yellow 
toner cartridges costing £65 each and 
lasting for around 4,000 prints, which 
works out at less than 5p per page. 

The only criticism we have is that, 
like most colour lasers, its a bit noisy 
for home use, with its four-colour toner 
cartridge rotating back and forth. Apart 
from this, its a great performer at the 
price and very well put-together. 
Matthew Richards 





Of course, at this price point, you 
cant expect to have network functions 
(although you can buy an add-on 
option), but you do get a choice of 
parallel and USB interfaces. If you're 
sharing the printer between two users, 
you could always use a USB switch. 

Setting up the E232 is 
Straightforward and you should be up 
and running in minutes. lts supplied 
with a 1,500-page starter cartridge, but 
subsequent cartridges will yield 2,500 
pages for around £50. The only other 
required consumable is a 
photoconductor kit that must be 
replaced every 30,000 pages or so. 
Running costs are around 5p per page. 
This sort of saving over an inkjet soon 
Starts to add up when youre printing 
100 pages or so. 

Controls on the E232 are minimalist, 
with simple lights to inform you of the 
printer's status and problems such as 
low toner or paper jams. Print quality is 
very sharp and blacks are dense. 

The Lexmark E232 is a marvellous, 
inexpensive little workhorse and should 
be the perfect tool for all those mail- 
shots and invoices. 

Mark Sparrow 





MEDIA PLAYER 





d 


inter 


Easier access to some of the settings separates WinDVD 6 from earlier versions. It also 


InterVideo WinDVD 6 








puts it up there with its big-name rivals in terms of usability. 





nterVideo has risen to the 
challenge of consumer apathy 
(who needs yet another DVD 


player?) by adding significant new 
features to the latest incarnation of 
WinDVD. The first and most significant 
change is a new playback technology 
called Trimension DNM. In spite of the 
techno-babble title, it really does 
smooth out some of the visual bumps 
in the DVD format by interpolating 
intelligently between pixels and frames. 
lts not a world-beating effect but if 
you've ever been distracted by DVD 
pixelation, you'll appreciate the added 
smoothness It offers. 

In terms of formats, WinDVD has now 
been enhanced with DivX, QuickTime and 
RealMedia playback features. This means 
you can use it as a worthy alternative to 
MediaPlayer and RealPlayer, without any 


annoying advertising. Theres also support 
for the tentative WMV-HD format, which is 
yet another attempt to create a high- 
definition video format capable of 
cinemaz-like levels of sharpness and detail. 

Other video features are more tweaks 
than major edits. Theres a scrubbing 
mode for real-time time-stretching that 
works smoothly from 0.5X to 2X in either 
direction. A PAL compensation feature 
corrects for the small pitch shift you find 
when studios convert from an NISC 
source. Video can be panned and 
zoomed, and theres a useful option for 
converting a short clip into a format more 
appropriate for mobile phones. 

But attracting the most attention is 
the audio side of things. WinDVD 6 isn't 
just a video player, it's also one of the 
first products to play DVD-A audio disks. 
Theres full support for Meridian 


High-definition drive 


Intel pushes high-end video and audio into the mainstream, and excites Jeremy Laird 


You may not realise it now but there's a 
gaping hole in your life; an intangible 
emptiness that can only be filled by 


high-definition video and audio content. 


Any day now, HD is going to change 
your life in ways you cannot imagine 
and it’s Intel that's going to flog you the 
kit to experience it. Well, that's what 
Intel would like you to believe. Despite 
the hardcore hype of recent years, HD 
video and audio content is conspicuous 
by its absence in Europe (although the 
U.S. and Japan are well on the way to 
widespread HD broadcasting). 

Nevertheless, Intel is laying the 
hardware foundations for a high- 
definition future by engineering high- 
end audio and video support into its 
latest 915 mainstream Pentium 4 
desktop chipset. 


Although Graphics Media Accelerator 
900 (GMA900), the all-new integrated 
video chip included in the 915 chipset, 
certainly moves Intel's 3D performance 
up a peg or two, its real significance lies 
in its 2D video capabilities. Whereas the 
outgoing Intel Extreme Graphics 2 chip 
was a bare-bones single-VGA output- 
only affair, GMA 900 offers the full 
extended desktop HDTV experience. Via 
optional add-in daughterboards, both 
720p and 1080p HDTV output is 
provided, along with support for 
multiple PC displays for the first time 
from an Intel integrated chipset. It may 
sound like overkill to supply features 
like these on economy specification PCs, 
but it’s all part of Intel's plan to drive 
sales upward by infiltrating the home 
entertainment experience. 


HARDWARE 
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Lossless Packing (MLP) disks, which 
means playback resolution and 
channel count is limited only by your 
sound hardware. Theres a 
comprehensive list of audio support for 
various flavours of Dolby and DTS 
audio and, if its available on a DVD, 
WinDVD can almost certainly make 
sense of it. 

So what does it all add up to? 
Although it might not look like a big 
change, the arrival of DVD-A and the 
other video formats brings closer the 
ideal of the PC as the ultimate 
convergence media machine. With 
decent USB or FireWire audio hardware, 
you can use a cheap laptop as a 
replacement for dedicated Hi-Fi 
separates, able to play DVD, DVD-A, 
CDs, video CDs, MP3s and other 
formats. Hook up some good speakers 
and a plasma TV and you have a 
system that will rival anything produced 
by the separates companies, with the 
bonus of networking and intelligent 
playlist management (not to mention 
email and the web). 

Even if your aims aren't quite so 
all-encompassing, this remains a 
decent all-round player. If DVD-A 
matters to you, WinDVD becomes a 
much more interesting proposition. And 
if youre a dedicated DVD and music 
fan and want what is possibly the best 
software player currently available, it’s 
a no-brainer. Its also a good alternative 
to MediaPlayer, providing more features 
with improved ease of use and no 
annoying adverts. It's not cheap, 
though — you can buy DVD hardware 
players for less — but given the power 
available, it's still great value. 

Richard Wentk 


With this in mind, you won't be 
surprised to hear that the 915 chipset 
also boasts a bleeding-edge 7.1 digital 
surround sound set-up known as Intel 
High Definition Audio. All the major 
consumer electronic formats such as 
Dolby, THX and DTS make an 
appearance, but the really clever bits 
are the multiple audio stream 
capabilities and the ‘intelligent’ audio 
jacks that detect the device being 
attached and reassign functions 
accordingly. 

And it’s not just desktop platforms 
that Intel is giving an HD makeover. 
Incredibly, the somewhat delayed new 
Pentium M mobile chipset (codenamed 
Sonoma), now due to arrive early next 
year, will deliver all these features in a 
notebook PC. E 





PRICE £50 (£43 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Koch Media 
01265 70 7767 

INFO www.intervideo.com 


CPU 1GHz Pentium Ill or equivalent 
RAM 256MB 
OS Windows 95 or later 


WinDVD offers incremental video 
changes — smoother output, wider 
file format support - combined 
with a much more ambitious 
audio upgrade. With support for 
DSP audio effects (equalisation, 
with tailored presets for normal, 
loud and late-night listening) and 
plentiful video options, this is a 
tweaker’s delight. 
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Much wider file support makes 
WinDVD a convincing 

and appealing alternative 

to Windows MediaPlayer. 


PecPlus ratings 
INTERVIDEO WINDVD 6 
PLATINUM 





lag behind desktop machines? 
Just hunt down a new chipset 
and you're away. 
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REWRITABLE DVD DRIVE 





LG GSA-4120B 












D) o you remember DVD-RAM? Its 
advocates claim that it’s still the 
most trustworthy and versatile format, 
but experience has shown its also 
the slowest and most expensive; a 
single piece of DVD-RAM media costs 
approximately the same as 10 DVD-Rs. 
Even the fact that DVD-RAM is drag- 
and-drop rewriteable through 
Windows doesn't excuse this. 

The ailing format isn't being 
abandoned just yet, and, in fact, this 
LG drive is one of the first to support 
the new 5x DVD-RAM speed. This is 


REWRITABLE DVD DRIVE 








Q might be slotting neatly into our 
test machine some two months 


after we first voiced our indifference to 
dual layer DVD+Rs, but Philips claimed 
at this year's CeBit that this was the 
world’s first dual layer drive. That's all 
very well but, sadly, fancy claims dont 
do anything at all to even remotely 
distinguish this from every other DL 
burner. It does have a slightly different 
array of LEDs on the front: one to 
communicate that its got a DVD inside 
it and another to show it's a CD 


LG has combined dual- 
layer burning with the 
fastest single-layer 
speeds so far. 


brilliant, except that 
there are no 5x DVD- 
RAM discs around at 
the moment, and LG 
provides no media 
in the retail box for 
this drive, so sadly 
we cant attest as to 
the real-world speed 
of 5x DVD-RAM just 
yet. We had a 
similar problem with its 12x DVD+R 
speed: while some 8x media was 
happy to burn above its mooted 
ceiling on the 12x Plextor drive 
reviewed last month, not so on this. 
Fortunately, its incredibly nippy even 
at 8x. Both + and - R discs came in at 
around the eight minute mark, as 
opposed to the nine to 10 minutes on 
other 8x drives. Whether this is a by- 
product of the LG's 12x support or a 
sign that the 12x, once the discs are 
available, will be even quicker than 
the six-minute burn time of the 


Despite Philips’ bold 
claims, this is neither 
the first dual layer DVD 
drive, nor the best. 


instead, just in case 
you hadn't noticed 
when you stuck the 
disc in. Sadly, this 
really is the only 
differentiator. 

Such vitriol is 
slightly misdirected. 
Theres absolutely 
nothing wrong with 
this drive that isn't 
also a flaw in Its half dozen or so 
peers. Unfortunately, these flaws 
include being locked at 2.4x for DVD+R 
DL write times (and, in fact, at 45 
minutes 40 seconds for a full 8.5GB, 
this is the slowest DL drive we've ever 
seen) and producing burnt offerings 
that will play in very few other DVD 
drives or set-top boxes. 

The LG drive, also reviewed this 
month, redeems itself by offering 12x 
burn times for single layer media and 
also DVD-RAM. Despite the swanky 
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Plextor, we just can't say (yet). 

Fortunately, this fleetness of 
optical foot extends slightly into its 
dual layer DVD+R burning. At 44 
minutes and nine seconds, its a 
couple of minutes quicker than most 
of the competition. However, this 
doesn't make the wait to see whether 
you've destroyed a rare and 
expensive piece of blank media (the 
Verbatim dual layer discs we're using 
for benchmarks are £50 for 5) any less 
agonising. 

We were less impressed with read 
times. Although it’s supposed to have 
a 16x DVD read speed, Nero CD-DVD 
Speed records its maximum transfer 
rate at just over 8x. This isn't 
disastrous, but you're looking at 
around 20 minutes to copy a full 8 or 
9GB from a disc to your hard drive. 
But this isnt enough to hold the LG 
back from being a great drive. Despite 
the limited speed and compatibility of 
dual layer discs, the sheer range of 
formats the LG can handle (it's the 
first to have a 12x DVD+R burn time 
and dual layer support, not to 
mention DVD-RAM writing) makes it 
the most sensible choice right now. 
Alec Meer 


Philips DVDRW885K 


front lighting, this is a plain drive in 
comparison. 

It seems unfair to mark down a 
robust and reliable drive purely 
because someone else has done it 
better, but given the slightly 
unconvincing nature of DVD+R DL, any 
extra bells and whistles make for a 
more compelling purchase. And, as it 
transpires, this includes one less bell 
and/or whistle than every one of its 
dual layer competitors — theres no 
DVD-R/RW support. Leaving out what 
is arguably the most popular 
writeable DVD format is one almighty 
reason to cruelly overlook Philips 
latest if youre in the market for a 
new drive. 

In its favour, the Philips does 
include two pieces of the rare and 
pricey DVD+R DL media in the box, 
so you've got 1/GB of storage space 
to play with straight away. Then again, 
youd be paying around £20 more 
than you would for the LG for the 
privilege. Ol’ faithful Nero Burning 
ROM is also supplied with retail units, 
but wed have liked a DVD-Video 
authoring package included too. 

Alec Meer 


HARDWARE | ONTEST 


PRICE £73 (£62 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER www.dabs.com 
INFO wwwige.com 
WARRANTY One year 


Formats DVD +/-R, DVD +/-RW, DVD 
+R DL, DVD-RAM, DVD-ROM, 

CD-RW, CD-R 

Write speeds 40x (CD-R), 8x 
(DVD-R), 12x (DVD+R), 2.4x (DVD+R DL), 
24x (CD-RW), 4x (DVD-RW), 

4x (DVD+RW), 5x (DVD-RAM) 
Connection Internal IDE 





LG GSA-4120B 


Value 000000000 
Features 009000000 
Performance @©@©00000000 








PRICE £99 (£84 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER www.dabs.com 
INFO www.philips.com 
WARRANTY One year 


Formats CD-R/RW, DVD+ 

R/RW, DVD +R DL 

Write speeds 24x (CD), 8x (DVD+R), 
24x (DVD+R DL), 10x (CD-RW), 

4x (DVD+RW) 

Connection Internal IDE/ATAP| 


PHILIPS DVDRW885K 


Features 009000 
Performance ©0000 
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WEB EDITING 


Macromedia Contribute 3 


here are two equally valid © acron 
theories on web design. The ee 

first, adopted primarily by fen ea asee o TE = 
designers, is that putting together a | pearance PLES AR EES AS 
site is a fusion of art and science — LAAN 

balancing the right fonts and logos, 
the tables and CSS (Cascading Style | 
Sheets) declarations. The second, more | eo 
beloved of the average user, is that | 

being able to keep a site constantly 

updated without paying designers a 


PRICE £99 (£84 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Macromedia 

0131 458 6766 

INFO www.macromedia.co.uk 


pia Comieabube - | Treo Supplier Protect upplersh re pect, hian] 





CPU 300MHz Pentium or equivalent 
RAM 128MB RAM 
OS Windows 98 or later 


TRIO MOA COMPRY 
Web maintaining made easy. 
Have your designer create the 
basic template for your site, 
then lock down everything you 
won't want to change on a 
regular basis. With this done, 


+ The project goal ie ba diner’ a compia evalgation of tha 
| | companieh that supply sutemotde parte to the Tho betu 

E Comgany. Each supplier will be evalowied in ihe kiming 

i capia AOI, Gece, Pexporsencngs end Chelly 





small fortune is far more important. | Meet The Project Team 
Contribute provides all the | : te | r | 
i Macromedia Contribute takes the > || a a O] 


tools you need to add 
information, switch pictures, 
import text files and present 
the finished version for review 
before it goes live. 


middle ground. It's not a design tool, | | {el Ee a 
although you can perform basic layout Ht 

with it, but rather a package for 
controlling your live site. It sits on your 
home computer, holding templates 
and page information for editing and 
uploading to your main web server as | ! 
and when necessary. You can replace moran | l Loui 
text, add images, alter fonts and most biyu arana npari ana | rao 
other basic edits. For even faster a 

results, you can import Microsoft Office 

files directly into a page and 

automatically convert into HTML. 

The benefit to the site administrator 
is that each page can be locked down 
as much as you like, removing the risk 
of accidentally breaking the layout or 
inadvertently producing a masthead in 


f Tourn fear priated. 23-Sep-2004 








Lock out access to images, styles, folders and more. Contribute 3 only provides those 
tools the site updater genuinely needs to do his job. 


controls include the 
ability to insist on an 
alt label tag for every 
image the writer 


TRIO MATOR COMPANY 


Step T of È Seach aptions 
Wingdings rather than Trebuchet. includes on their mene aoaaa 
Within these limits, the user has free page (helping to . taro we 
i i i i O Wattiemch 
reign and everything else is locked make it more rena EEEN 


Dua =e SOT 
[Eatin Sairi each t gece ahd damad corti tom sens 


accessible) and 
automatically trim 
down files to a 
standardised 


down until a passing administrator 

punches in the 

master password. 
Depending on 


pr e 


a ii the size and maximum size and 
complexity of your quality, provided the 
P OCP om site, you can user has the 
<r AA tara create users with authorisation to insert 
to ni | any level of them in the first 
c=) = control. One user place. It’s also 
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possible to provide a 
stock library of images that dont fall 
under this restriction. 

The biggest new feature in this 
release Ironically adds a new stage of 


might be in total 
control of their 
own homepage 
on a server, up to 
and including 


You can integrate Google, Paypal and 
other services directly into your page 
without having to dig up the original code. 


Administrators retain complete 
control of their sites’ settings, 
meting them out as necessary. 





deleting it, while 
having no access 
to anybody 


elses (or only authorisation to rewrite 
text). It makes it easy to break jobs 


down into very simple roles, with the 
option to base each on existing 
settings and avoid having to manually 
allow each user to add pictures. 

All of these settings offer depth 
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without losing out on fine control. 
Using CSS as an example, it's possible 
to provide an external style sheet that 
specifies which settings are open for 
editing; to alter fonts, size everything 
in pixels/points/ems/percentages and 
make use of HTML tags to bold, 
italicise and underline. More dedicated 


interference to the process: the ability 
to have a page submitted for peer 
review and approval before It goes live. 
With this in place, Contribute saves 
your page on the server as it will 
appear, and emails links to those who 
need to see them. They can make any 
changes they deem necessary, passing 
information back to you for the final 
edit and upload. Accidental edits can 
be rectified simply by rolling back to a 
previous version of a file — three are 
provided by default but you can keep 
up to 99 for busier documents. 

You wouldn't want to build your 
entire site with Contribute, and its 
effectiveness is greatly reduced if your 
Site is powered by a dynamic content 


management system (for instance, 
automatically posting and archiving 
news) rather than simply existing as a 
succession of static pages. It relies on 
you knowing exactly what you want to 
edit and make use of on each site, 
rather than giving your users the 
power to edit as they see fit. However, 
this isn't, and never will be Contributes 
purpose. It's a terrific way of splitting 
the workload between your web team, 
regardless of how much power you 
want them to have over content. Easy 
enough for most people to use 
without fearing a major crash, it’s the 
ideal tool for anyone who has to 
maintain a site. 

Richard Cobbett 


ANTIVIRUS 


McAfee Active Virus Defence 


n a strong move to improve Its 
market profile, the name 
Network Associates is no more. 
The company has sold off its network 
analysis division to focus purely on 
intrusion prevention solutions. The 
name is dropped in favour of McAfee 
Inc, which is almost certainly a more 
familiar name thanks to its antivirus 
software. As with the majority of 
McAfees products, the company line is 
‘more is most definitely better’. Its single 
user antivirus and PC utility suites are 
full of handy tools and extra gizmos, 
and so it is with Active Virus Defence 
(AVD) for small businesses. 

GroupShield and WebShield take 
care of your email and web servers, 
NetShield keeps an eye on any 
NetWare servers you may have, while 
VirusScan Enterprise keeps your NT- 
based servers and workstations out of 
trouble. Any Windows 95/98 systems 
are protected by VirusScan and an Alert 
Manager keeps you abreast of any 
problems. And the glue that binds this 
motley bunch of products together 
comes courtesy of McAfee's new 
ProtectionPilot. 

Installation of McAfees business 
products has always been a bone of 
contention for us, with unclear 
instructions and poor documentation. 
Previous versions of AVD were kept 
under control by a Management Edition 
utility but this was hopelessly 
inadequate and outdated. This is finally 
replaced by the sophisticated 
ProtectionPilot which automates remote 
client installation and configuration, 
distributes signature file updates and 
centralises alerting. It's not all plain 
Sailing, as a Strict installation order must 
be adhered to for each component. You 
Start by loading ProtectionPilot on your 
chosen central management server 
where it also runs a wizard that 
searches domains, workgroups and IP 
address subnets or ranges. Selecting 
from the list of discovered systems you 
can immediately deploy the 
ProtectionPilot agent and VirusScan 
Enterprise components to individual 
systems or groups. Manual intervention 
is now required for any mail, gateway 
and NetWare servers, as these 
components cant be deployed from 
ProtectionPilot and must be installed 
manually, 

We loaded WebShield SMTP and 
found it simple to use, as it 
automatically detects resident mail 
server products. It configures Itself to 
intercept incoming messages, then scan 
and pass them on to the mail server. 
There are plenty of features on offer as 
you can decide what file types to look 
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ProtectionPilot provides good central management of client antivirus configurations, plus 
very detailed reporting. A sidebar tree to the left keeps systems and groups organised. 





The local VirusScan utility will block all 
access to infected files and warn 
administrators via the main console. 


for, how they're handled and who 
should be notified by email. Content 
filters can be used on the message 
subject and body, plus attachments and 
automatic signature update downloads 
can be scheduled. However, theres no 
interaction between WebShield and 
ProtectionPilot, which must be managed 
as two separate entities. 

ProtectionPilot does provide a lot of 
information about client virus scanning 
and detection activity, and opens with a 
homepage that provides clear, detailed 
graphs about signature downloads and 
the status of protected systems. An 
Explorer-style tree to the left keeps all 
systems and groups neatly organised 
for easy access. You can easily see 
which systems have up-to-date 
signature files, types of infection and 
whether suspect files have been 
deleted, cleaned or placed in 
quarantine. Clicking on the relevant 
graphs or totals enables you to view 
which files have been placed in 
quarantine and the systems the 
infections were detected on. All viruses 
are listed, and selecting an entry takes 
you straight to the McAfee virus 
information website. 

Policies are used to determine the 
agent and antivirus client software 


configurations to be 
deployed for each 
system. You can 
activate real-time 
scanning, include boot 
sectors and floppies in 
the scan and specify 
quarantine directories. 
Reactions to detected 
infections can be determined, and 
network users can find themselves 
automatically disconnected if they're 
found to be the culprits. Along with real- 
time virus scanning, you can configure 
on-demand scans on selected systems 
and groups and schedule them from 
ProtectionPilot. You can either inherit the 
parameters from the top-level predefined 
policies, or choose your 
own. This means youre 
able to select specific 
drives and folders, choose 
the scan depth and add 
heuristics to look for virus- 
like behaviour, and even 
select a reporting location 
and schedule the whole 
process to run once or at 
regular intervals. 

The suite behaved impeccably 
during tests. We employed a variety of 
genuine viruses and it caught every 
one, no matter what the mode of 
delivery. McAfee has always been one 
of the top antivirus software vendors 
and theres no doubt the Virus Defence 
Suite provides strength in depth for 
network protection. Management and 
deployment facilities are far better than 
we saw in previous versions, although 
lack of integration of some components 
with the ProtectionPilot console is a 
rather large administrative drawback. 
Dave Mitchell 





PRICE For 5 users, £349 (£297 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER McAfee 0175 321 7500 
INFO www.mcafee.com 


CPU Pentium Il or higher 

RAM 256MB 

OS Windows NT, 2000, XP and 2003 
CLIENTS Windows 95, 98, NT, 2000, XP 
and 2003, Novell NetWare 


An all-in-one, anti-virus package for 
Windows and NetWare networks with 
protection for web, gateway and mail 
servers included as well. McAfees 
VirusScan utility needs no introduction 
and ProtectionPilot brings some much 
needed cohesion for better 
centralization of management, alerting 
and signature deployment, although 
integration of some components still 
isn't perfect. 
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WebShield SMTP provides good 
email server scanning 
capabilities but can’t be 
managed from ProtectionPilot. 
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SERVER UTILITY 


Microsoft Virtual Server 2005 


irtual PC 2004 came out several 
«> months ago and, although it's 

perhaps not as fast as 2 marani eere 
VMwares Workstation, extra compatibility [eee = iane - eA haiie 
with Windows has provided a certain 
degree of success. But when Microsoft 
bought Connectix, it also acquired Virtual 
Server, which enables administrators to 
run multiple operating systems on their 
server for improved resource sharing. 
This enterprise virtual infrastructure has 
long been the sole domain of VMware 
and its success over the past few years 
is due largely to companies realising 
how much they can save by merging 
servers. Microsoft has now released its 


PRICE [BC 
SUPPLIER Microsoft 0870 601 0100 
INFO www.microsoft.com 





CPU Pentium Ill 55OMHz or equivalent 
RAM 256MB 
OS Windows Server 2003 
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Microsoft-stack system that plugs 
into Windows Server 2003, IIS and 
Internet Explorer to give a powerful 
and integrated system. The downside 
is that you cant use other tools for 
your admin, which makes security a 
definite issue. 


Defy Status 
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first product based on Virtual Server, and 
its set to change the virtual landscape... 


It all works together 
Virtual Server 2005 requires Windows 
Server 2003 (not Windows 2000), 
Internet Explorer, and Internet 
Information Services in order to work. 
This is intriguing, as theres nothing in 
Virtual Server that leaps out at you as 
being incompatible with Windows 2000 
Server. More on this later. Installation is 
simple, although it does require that 
your network connection goes down for 
a moment, so it 
can install shared 
networking services 
that enable your 
virtual machines to 
connect to the 
outside world. 
Once installed, 
youre taken to an 
administration 
screen, where 
you'll find the first 
of two surprises: 
administration is 


G am p tre oF 


w — 5h 


e7 BG Eas 


ease seat. 


ppt a tet gerne timsae 


On the plus side, 
this means you 
can administer 
your servers from 
anywhere in the 
world (given sufficient security 
procedures en route), but it ties you 
firmly to Internet Explorer. We tried 
accessing the admin screen using 
Mozilla Firefox only to find ourselves 
prompted for a password (that we 
didn't know and hadn't set), and which 
wasnt required for Internet Explorer. 
When using IE, the interface is 
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Control of your virtual machine is 
achieved via ActiveX, which ties you 
firmly to Internet Explorer. 


Gaon, Da remarkably clean and easy to navigate: 
MICROSOFT VIRTUAL everything is controlled through web 
SERVER 2005 forms, and certain pages are set to 


automatically refresh to keep 
information up-to-date. 

Virtual Server runs as a system 
service, with the interface displaying 
screenshots and status information 


Value N/A 
Features 009000000 





Performance @©00000 
OVERALL 7) 
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entirely web-based. 
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Administering your virtual machines over the web means guaranteed portability, and 


also a highly-customised user interface. 


from each of the virtual machines as 
theyre running. This is enough to make 
sure everything's OK. And as each 
machine does something noteworthy, 
messages appear on the Master Status 
page for you to see at a glance. 

Using a virtual machine is an 
experience in Itself, and this is our 
second big surprise: everything runs 
through an ActiveX control. This also 
ties you to Internet Explorer but, you 
have to admit, it's clever to administer 
and operate your virtual machines 
through one browser. It's not quite 
perfect, though. Because its all set to 
work over the web, the connection will 
time out if you leave it untouched for a 
few minutes. 


Stuck on NT 

We tested a selection of guest 
Operating systems with VS2005. From 
Windows 2003 to Mandrake Linux 10.0, 
all worked first time and at good 
speeds. The Standard edition of VS2005 
enables you to make use of up to four 
CPUs, and Enterprise edition allows up 
to 32 CPUs. Both packages only support 
32-bit Windows as the host OS, yet 
Microsoft has said its looking into 
options for AMD64 and 64-bit Intel 
customers. It'S apparent that Microsoft 
has ‘optimised’ VS2005 to host 
Windows Server 2003, Windows 2000 
Server and Windows NT, which raises a 
question as to why Microsoft only 
supports Windows Server 2003 as the 
host OS. 

Once you realise at least a quarter 
of all Microsoft customers still run on 
Windows NT, things become a little 
clearer. Thousands of companies, big 
and small, simply dont want the hassle 


of changing from Windows NT to 
Windows Server 2003. This is usually 
because they dont want to run the risk 
of their network (or some software 
they use) not running once it's 
migrated. As a result, Microsoft has yet 
to sell as many Windows Server 2003 
licences as they might have hoped, 
and many customers are evaluating 
Linux as a viable alternative. 


A lock-in 

VS2005 enables users to run old 
applications and system configurations 
while hosted entirely inside a Windows 
Server 2003 deployment. This gives 
companies the best of both worlds: full 
compatibility with their existing solution, 
and all the advantages that Windows 
Server 2003 offers. From Microsoft's 
point of view, it gets to sell a large 
number of Windows Server 2003 
licences, persuades you to migrate 
from the security perils of their aging 
NT OS, and locks you in even more. If 
you want to administer older servers, 
you have to use Windows Server 2003, 
IIS and Internet Explorer. 

It's this lock-in that poses the 
biggest problem with VS2005. Microsoft 
appears to have made little effort to 
make it available outside of the 
configuration they most want to sell to 
customers, which means end-users 
will suffer by migrating. Compared with 
VMwares solution, which lets you run 
on any OS and access VMs using open 
standards, Microsoft's offering looks 
paltry and insignificant. Unless youre 
desperate to find another way to tie 
yourself to your existing Microsoft 
solution stack, this is one to avoid. 
Paul Hudson 


ATHLON 64 FX-53 DESKTOP PC 


Mesh X-treme FX-53 


ever have we been so 
disappointed to see a 
benchmark fail. We were 


expecting the X-treme FX-53 Platinum 
Pro to excel in SYSmark 2004, setting a 
new standard by which future 
machines could be judged. We 
therefore spent hour upon hour trying 
to force this PC to complete at least one 
section of the test. But try as we might, 
we simply couldnt get it to run. 

This failure should not reflect in any 
way on the Mesh system's capabilities. 
It simply demonstrates that there are 
still hardware quirks out there that 
Bapco, SYSmark’s developers, are yet to 
get on top of. A definite fact is that this 
PC remains a behemoth of modern 
computing. It comes equipped with 
more state-of-the-art technology than 
George Lucas’ bathroom, and would 
make short work of any task a home 
user can throw at it. 

For some reason, Mesh is trying to 
dress the Platinum Pro up as a games 
specialist, throwing in token accessories 
like a Logic3 joystick and gamepad 
combination, and a keypad from 
Nostromo. Whatever clothes its asked 
to wear, the heart of a multi-purpose 
monster beats underneath. Its strength 
is provided courtesy of the world’s most 
powerful desktop processor, working in 
the world’s best Athlon 64 chipset, 
supported by 1GB of top-speed 
memory. What's more, the FX-53 
processor's connected to the K8T800 
chipset using the new 939-pin 
interface, so not only do you get the 
best of today’s technology, but should 
you ever feel the need for even more 
power (just how demanding are you?!), 
you'll have the ability to upgrade for a 
good few years. 

No expense has been spared in the 
hard storage department either Iwo 
SAIA drives, set up in a RAID array, give 
you a grand total of 500GB of storage 
space. You can download as many DivX 
clips and MP3 songs as you like — we 
guarantee you won't fill it in a hurry. 

We mentioned earlier that Mesh is 
pitching this as a games machine, and 
theres no doubt it will run Doom 3 and 
Half-Life 2 as well as any other system 
weve reviewed. The 256MB Radeon 
X800 XT sits right at the top of the 
graphics tree at present, and will stand 
you in good stead for some time. In 
this configuration, it scored a superb 
12,977 in 3DMark 2003, and blew the 
supposedly more demanding 
Aquamark test away with 67404. 

Our only concern in this area is that 
the interface is AGP rather than PCI 
Express. In fact, there are no PCI 
express slots at all on the Asus 








Mesh’s cases are never particularly attractive, but hide this machine under a desk and 
you'll never be disappointed with your purchase, even at this price. 








The Asus motherboard provides the 
excellent K8T800 chipset and built-in Wi- 
Fi, but PCI Express slots are absent. 


motherboard. This is fine for the time 
being but, over the next few years, this 
will, without doubt, become the 
preferred connection for most 
component manufacturers. In putting 
together a machine thats otherwise 
the very definition of future-proof, it’s 
surprising Mesh doesn't seem to have 
considered this. 

One thing the motherboard does 
give you is built-in wireless capability, 
It's still rare to see a desktop system 
offering Wi-Fi functionality, so the 
flexibility of the 802.11b/g networking 
on-hand here is extremely welcome. 
Set-up for this PCI card isn't quite as 
simple as with Intels mobile Centrino 
technology, but most people will be 
able to work it out without too much 
confusion. 

With VGA, DVI and S-Video 
connections available, you can wire the 
graphics card up to any screen you like. 
Mesh provides an excellent 19in Sony 


HARDWARE 


' lan > PRICE £1,999 (£1,071 ex VAT) 


"NIS DELIVERY £46 (£39 ex VAT) 
PEREGRMANCE SUPPLIER Mesh 0870 046 4747 
= AWARD INFO www.meshcomputers.com 


WARRANTY Three years on-site 





CPU 24GHz AMD Athlon 64 FX-53 
(Socket 939) 

RAM 1GB DDR400 

CORE LOGIC VIA K8T800 Pro 

HDD 2x 250GB SATA 7200rpm (RAID 0) 
DRIVES 8x Sony DVD+/-RW, 52x Sony 
CD-RW, Sony FDD 

GRAPHICS 256MB ATi Radeon 

X800 XT 

SCREEN 19in Sony LCD 

SOUND 71 Creative Audigy 2 ZS 
SPEAKERS 71 Creative Inspire T7700 
COMMS 802.11b/g Wi-Fi, 56K Modem, 
Gigabit Ethernet 

PORTS 6x USB 2.0, 4x 6-pin FireWire, 
Serial, Parallel, PS/2 keyboard/mouse, 
VGA-out, DVI-I, S-Video, 71 audio-out, 
2x S/PDIF in/out, MIDI in/out, Optical 
in/out, 2.1 audio-in, 2x headphones, 
2x mic 

OTHER HARDWARE Logitech 
keyboard and mouse, Logic3 USB 
Joystick, Logic3 USB gamepad, 
Nostromo USB keypad 

OS Microsoft Windows XP Home 
OTHER SOFTWARE Pinnacle Instant 
CD/DVD 


LCD, which is as bright 
and clear as you can ask 
for. It doesn't boast the 
fastest response time in 
the world, but you'll 
need the eyes of a hawk 
to spot any flickering. 
Another important 
peripheral is the speaker 
set. This is the well- 
known /1 Creative Inspire 
T7700, which wont 
impress real audio 
enthusiasts but is a 
—— credible PC offering. It's 
paired with the Creative Audigy 2 ZS 
sound card that essentially turns your 
system into an amateur Hi-Fi. MIDI, S/ 
PDIF and stereo-in sockets provide 
tremendous flexibility for 
importing and exporting audio, 
and add to the usual USB 20 
and FireWire selections. 

Apart from overlooking PCI 
Express, Mesh has only made 
one error in putting the Platinum 
Pro together. Considering the 
amount of money spent 
elsewhere, its extremely 
surprising to find only one DVD- 
capable optical drive. The 8x Sony 
DVD+/-RW is all very well, but if you 
want to copy DVDs, you at least need a 
DVD-ROM sitting alongside. 
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The number of USB 2.0 and 
FireWire ports on offer is 
boosted by PCI add-on cards, 
providing extra flexibility. 





In all other regards, this is a superb ( PCPlus ratings  — ë ] 
PC. £2,000 is obviously a lot of money MESH X-TREME FX-53 
to pay but, when you look at the PLATINUM PRO 


specification list, you can see where 
each and every pennys going. Not 
everybody needs this kind of power 
but, if you do, you'll find little better. 
Russell james 


Value 009000000 
Features 0090000000 
Performance @©00000000 
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PRICE £2 349 (ex VAT £1,999) 
SUPPLIER NEC 0870 010 6322 
INFO www.nec-online.co.uk 
WARRANTY Three years on-site 


MOTHERBOARD Gigabyte 

GA-81KHXT 

CHIPSET Intel E7210 

CPU 3.06GHz Intel Pentium 4 

RAM 1GB PC2700 ECC SDRAM 

HDD 4 x 120GB Maxtor SATA/150 

HDD CONTROLLERS Dual IDE, Dual 
embedded SATA, Promise FastIrack SX4 
4-port SATA RAID controller with 128MB 
cache memory 

NETWORK Inte! PRO/1000 embedded 
Gigabit Ethernet 

OTHER Sony StorStation AIT90i ATA 
tape drive, NEC ExpressBuilder, ESMPRO 
and Promise PAM software bundled 





With plenty of expansion 
options, the Express5800/110Eh 
has restored our faith in NEC 
entry-level servers. 


Cm 
NEC EXPRESS5800/110EH 


Features 009000000 


Performance @©0000000 
OVERALL 8) 
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ENTRY-LEVEL SERVER 


NEC Express5800/110Eh 





hen NEC last visited the PC 
Plus office, we were left 
distinctly unimpressed. We 


felt its TM700 sub entry-level server 
(PC Plus 218) was a basic workstation 
with a high-speed graphics card 
masquerading as a budget-priced 
server. This new Express5800/110Eh, 
despite using exactly the same 
chassis as the TM700, has restored 
our faith and delivers a specification 
and range of features much better 
Suited to the role of a small business’ 
first Server. 

The chassis is standard 
equipment across NEC's low-end 
servers and NAS (network attached 
storage) appliances, and is solidly 
built with plenty of room for 
expansion. A pair of 5.25in bays is 
provided on the front and, on this 
occasion, both are occupied. The top 
bay is home to a DVD-ROM drive 
while a Sony StorStation AlT90ai 
back-up tape drive resides below 
(reviewed PC Plus 204). This offers a 
good native storage capacity of 55GB 
on compact AlT-1 cartridges and 
combines this with 
average back-up 
speeds of 4MB/sec. 
From our experience, 
AIT is a good choice 
for back-up needs 
at small business 
level. Even AlT-1 is 
much faster than 
DAT/2 and offers 
an established product 
line, extending to AlT-3 
for future upgrades as 
demand increases. A 
spare 3.25in bay is 
also available but 
otherwise, there's just a power 
button and status LEDs for power 
and disk activity on the front panel. 

The choice of motherboard is more 
practical as, this time, NEC has plumped 
for a Gigabyte GA-8IKHXT (aimed 
specifically at server applications). It 
comes supplied with a pair of 
integrated ATA and Serial ATA (SATA) 
ports that offer embedded RAID-0 and 
-] capabilities. However, you won't be 
using the latter as the price includes a 
quartet of 120GB Maxtor SATA drives 
and a four-port Promise PCI RAID 
controller card. This supports RAID-O, -1, 
-10, -5 and JBOD arrays and comes 
fitted with 128MB of cache memory. It 
also supports hot-swap and hot- 
standby and online array expansion, so 
you can add more drives without 
interrupting general server operations. 
Cabling chaos is kept to a minimum as 
the SATA cables are neatly routed round 





A good choice for small businesses, the Express5800/110Eh has plenty of horsepower 
and a stable of features. It’s a bit heavy on the pocket, though. 


the motherboard to the controller, and 
the standard power connectors also 
have SAIA power interface converters 
fitted. Our review system is equipped 
with a fixed hard disk container but NEC 
also offers an optional SATA hot-swap 
cage as well. 

The 3.06GHz Pentium 4 306GHz 
processor, complete with good quality 
active heatsink, ensures plenty of 
horsepower. Four DIMM sockets are 
located above the processor and are 
reasonably easy to access. The system 
comes supplied with a fairly decent 
1GB of PC2700 memory and the Intel 
E/210 chipset supports up to 4GB. 
Graphics are managed by a simple but 
effective Ali Rage XL chipset with 8MB 
of video memory, while the network 
connection is handled by an 
embedded Intel Gigabit Ethernet 
adaptor. General cooling also looks a 
lot more impressive than the TM700. 
Although the side panel still uses a 
plastic shroud to direct processor heat 
out of the chassis, the hard disk cage 
is also endowed with a pair of large 
fans, and the chassis has another at 
the rear. 

Remote management gets a big 
boost with NEC's ESMPRO Server 
Manager utility, which runs a network 
auto-discovery routine and builds a 
map of all discovered devices with 
different coloured icons. These icons 
display all servers running the 
ESMPRO agent. Selecting one of the 
icons enables it to be remotely 


controlled, shut down or woken up 
and you can also view performance 
graphs of selected components and 
a particularly useful hardware 
inventory. Fault alerting is also 
excellent. For instance, if user- 
defined thresholds for specific 
components are breached, ESMPRO 
will let you know about It via email, 
network broadcast, pager, printer or 
SNMP trap. Now that’s what we call 
being warned! Remote web access is 
also available, from which you can 
access the hardware inventory and 
remotely control the server from a 
smart browser interface. The RAID 
controller gets its own array 
management utility that provides 
access to the physical and logical 
disks and tools for creating and 
expanding arrays. NT Event Log and 
email alerting facilities are also 
available for a wide range of errors 
and problems. 

The Express5800/110Eh may be 
substantially more costly than its 
smaller stablemate, the TM/00, but it 
offers a far more serious range of 
features, which make it better suited 
to small businesses. We still reckon 
Dell's PowerEdge 700 (reviewed PC 
Plus 218) is better value but the 110Eh 
is just as well-designed and built 
with equally good management and 
monitoring tools, and you get a heap 
of RAID-protected SATA storage as 
part of the deal. 

Dave Mitchell 


FLASH DESIGN 





At 





he creation of Flash content is 
becoming more and more of a 
specialised skill, as Macromedia's 
animation package evolves to include 
high-end multimedia features that 
wouldnt have felt out of place in 
Director a few generations back. 
Although professional Flash designers 
appreciate the power behind 
Actionscript, this is just one aspect of 
the software thats begun to leave 
more casual Flash users behind. 

For many, high development features 
now native to Flash remain unexplored, 


FLASH DESIGN 
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M) acromedia Flash has more than 
proved itself as one of the key 
graphical technologies ever used to 
power the Internet. Yet despite its 
awesome scripting and illustration 
strengths, its 3D capabilities are fairly 
limited. There is much speculation that 
this will be considered in subsequent 
upgrades, yet, so far, Macromedia has 
chosen to focus on developing its 
Actionscript abilities. Not that Electric 
Rain is complaining. Its Swift 3D 
software has now reached its fourth 








Netgui In-A-Flash Suite 


The Project Wizard 
caters for routine 
creations and more 
individual needs. 


as there are still users 
creating basic 
animations simply to 
add interest to banner 
ads, or to liven up their 
site with eye candy. For 
these people, the 
hefty price tag of 
Macromedia Flash is 
simply an unnecessary 
expense. Thankfully, 
Netgui has come to the rescue with its 
In-A-Flash suite, which enables the 
creation of simple files for people with 
minimal knowledge of Flash itself. 

On launching the software, youre 
presented with an introductory tutorial 
that adequately explains what the 
software is capable of. You can then 
choose whether to use a Project Wizard 
to create common content or to 
manually create your own content using 
the intuitive interface. This enables you 
to import assets to the free-floating 
preview pane before configuring more 


The familiar Swift 3D 
interface, now features 
extra support for 3DS 
import. 


incarnation, while 
simultaneously 
fending off early 
competition and 
dominating the Flash 
3D market with a 
loyal and creative 
following, keen to 
make the most of the 
efficient methods 
Flash provides. 

Naturally, 3D work in Flash will never 
enjoy the kind of high-definition results 
that dedicated applications such as 
Maya or 3D Studio Max create. But with 
support for 3DS import in the new 
version of Swift 3D, there are now 
methods for working with pre-created 
assets that can be subsequently 
converted into a format thats more 
readily identified by Flash. 

This isn't to say Swift 3D is a poor 
mans 3D application. The modelling 
environment benefits from new-found 


SOFTWARE 





specific controls that determine the 
movement and positioning of objects. 
This is also an opportunity to check if 
the predefined special effects should be 
applied or whether links should be 
incorporated. 

Its okay to avoid the Wizard results, 
although they'll provide a useful starting 
point for complete Flash novices. A 
more manual approach can actually 
lead to some impressive results, 
especially if you decide not to rely on 
the tired clip-art-like assets bundled with 
the software. 

The suite also includes the FlashLab 
utility, which effectively functions as a 
SWF-friendly file browser, providing a 
preview of any Flash-native SWF files 
within a selected directory, as well as 
PowerFlash, a Powerpoint add-in that 
simplifies the process of adding Flash 
content directly from Powerpoint itself 

Naturally, there are limitations when 
compared directly with Flash although, 
with a little creative thought, its more than 
possible to create unique and reasonably 
impressive results. For a fraction of the 
price of the Macromedia title, In-A-Flash 
could be just the ticket for creating quick 
and easy Flash content. 

Chris Schmidt 


Electric Rain Swift 3D 4 


support for polygonal modelling to 
create smoother results, while improved 
precision over the mapping of textures 
will have your audience wondering 
how you've created such effective web- 
based 3D imagery. The smoothing and 
rounding of surfaces finally becomes 
realistic and casts aside the need for 
creative bevelling, while bevels 
themselves can now be applied via 
simple drag-and-drop methods. 

Workflow is significantly improved 
with a selection of common shapes 
in the new Extrusion and Lathe Gallery, 
and animation paths are infinitely 
smoother thanks to the new Bézier 
path animation controls. The animation 
gallery further extends its potential 
with fly-bys, deformations and paths 
that can be dragged onto an object 
for application. 

Flash users keen to expand their 
potential will find Swift 3D a powerful, 
yet approachable package that eases 
you Into the world of 3D design. And 
with a gallery of available models to 
hand, even non-designers will have 
no excuse for failing to produce 
impressive results. 

Chris Schmidt 





PRICE £40 (£34 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Netgui 01752 89 5100 
INFO www.netgui.co.uk 


CPU 133MHz Pentium or equivalent 
RAM 128MB 
OS Windows 95 or later 





NETGUI IN-A-FLASH 
ANIMATION SUITE 


Value 000000000 
009000 
Performance @©000000 


Features 








PRICE £120 (VAT N/A) 
SUPPLIER www.erain.com 
INFO www.erain.com 


CPU 600MHz Pentium Ill or equivalent 
RAM 128MB 
OS Windows 98 or later 


LecPlus ratings 
ELECTRIC RAIN SWIFT 3D 4 
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PRICE £40 (£33 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER PC World 0870 242 0444 
INFO www.wincleanercom 


CPU 486 or higher 
RAM 16MB 
OS Windows 95 or later 


A powerful, capable data 
deletion package, Destroy-lIt 
suffers slightly from licensing 
restrictions on its otherwise 
useful Disk Sanitizer floppy. 
With plenty of control over the 
deletion process itself, and 
algorithms that push further 
than Department of Defense 
standard, you don't need to 
worry about anyone coming 
across your prized documents. 





ORLOGIX WIN CLEANER 
DESTROY-IT ULTRA 


CID 
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000000000 
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PRICE £266 (VAT N/A) 
SUPPLIER wwwtribeworks.com 
+1 800 807 4458 (USA) 

INFO www.tribeworks.com 


CPU Pentium or equivalent 
RAM 64MB 
OS Windows 98 or later 


A much-simplified approach to 
multimedia authoring, iShell 
aims to steal Director users 
who favour ease-of-use over 
raw power. 


TRIBEWORKS ISHELL 4 
Value 000000 
0000000 

000000 


Features 


Performance 


OVERALL 


| 





SOFTWARE 


DATA DELETION 





Orlogix Destroy-It Ultra 
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Destroy every last 
trace of troublesome 
data, or specifically 
target rogue files that 
you have to get rid of. 


maximum security 
comes not from a 
dark research lab, but 
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he world works in mysterious 
ways. Fire up Win Cleaner 
Destroy-lt Ultra, and one of your first 
decisions is exactly how thorough you 
want to be when erasing, eradicating 
and expunging any unwanted files on 
your machine. Starting off with 
‘Casually Secure’ and Adequately 
Secure’, you quickly step-up to the 
efficient but long-winded DoD 5220.22- 
M standard, then up to an un-named 
version that claims to exceed it, and 
finally up to the ‘Peter Gutmann 
Method’. Isn't that excellent? Even now, 


MULTIMEDIA PUBLISHING 


Tribeworks iShell 4 





M) ultimedia authoring and design 
needn't be an overly complicated 


process. All the same, Macromedia 
Director, the leading application, does 
have a tendency to bewilder the 
occasional author, with its raft of 
palettes and native LINGO code forcing 
them to look elsewhere when creating 
media-rich content. Iribeworks iShell, 
on the other hand, makes the bold 
claim that Director users are flocking 
over to Its much-simplified approach to 
creating equally impressive content. 





from a university 
researcher whose 
official biography 
kicks off with “Peter 
Gutmann arrived on 
earth some eons ago 
when his physical 
essence filtered 
down from the stars, and he took 
human(?) form.” 

Luckily, you don't need to be a DoD 
scientist or a Space Baby on sabbatical 
to use Destroy-lt. If anything, it's almost 
too easy. You simply drag and drop any 
files that you want to destroy into the 
main window, or select the directory by 
hand, pick your level of destruction and 
sit back while Destroy-It works. Every 
method protects your data against 
basic recovery tools, although only the 
more powerful (not to mention 
slowest) methods have a chance 





Use of the tutorials 
will make sense of the 
mass of dialogues and 
configuration screens. 


On paper, the 
software does 
indeed have a 
Suitably impressive 
range of features, 
providing cross- 
platform results 
through a largely 
drag-and-drop 
interface. Included 
therein are QuickTime 
support and visual debugging that will 
support you through the entire design 
and authoring process, right up to the 
final burn. The object-oriented 
environment claims to simplify the 
construction of a final project through 
the inherent modular structure of 
assets and reliant attributes, with 
variables and messages enabling 
sophisticated interactivity without ever 
needing to access the raw Script. 

In practice, however, the software is 
a baffling mass of configuration, with 





against dedicated data recovery 
specialists. Interestingly, you can also 
create your own custom deletion 
routine, by choosing how many times 
to overwrite each piece of data. 

You can password-protect the 
application to prevent any accidents, 
run a search on your machine to find 
specific files (or file types) to add to the 
hit-list, and quickly clean out the 
contents of ‘Sensitive’ folders such as 
your web browsers cache or Windows’ 
ever-growing collection of Temporary 
Files. The only catch is that you can't 
schedule this to happen on its own. 

For even easier deletion, Destroy-lt 
ships with a floppy-disk labelled Disk 
Sanitizer Pro. Not one to leave in your 
machine by accident, this bootable 
banshee scrubs an entire hard drive 
from heads to toe. Annoyingly, however, 
you only get two shots with this. 

Despite this frustration, Destroy-lt is 
a very capable, easy-to-use deletion 
package. Very fast, and with search 
tools that make finding specific types 
of files a snap, It'S a strong - if 
potentially expensive - way to make 
sure that your data doesn't fall into the 
wrong hands. 

Richard Cobbett 


anonymous tabs and dialogue screens 
that threaten to intimidate novice users 
just as much as, if not more than, 
Director. An opening interface with no 
clear direction greets the first time user, 
and things only start to make sense 
once you've run through a few tutorial 
files. But even after a few eureka 
moments, youre still left baffled as to 
how to actually get started creating 
your own original content. 

Thankfully, the documentation is 
comprehensive, but with a largely non- 
Standard Windows interface and little to 
indicate the relative relationships 
between the various dialogues, it's 
Slow going. 

Despite its claims, iShell isn't the 
kind of title you can easily jump into 
and out of. Other titles, such as Opus 
Pro from Digital Workshop (reviewed in 
PC Plus 217), provide a more intuitive 
approach for a similar price, although 
iShell does have slightly broader 
potential. But to fully master the 
software youe going to need to invest 
a fair amount of time. Anybody whos 
willing to invest this time probably 
wants some more powerful software. 
Chris Schmidt 








PRICE £33 (£28 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Grey Matter 

0870 366 5566 

INFO www.partition-manager.com 


CPU Pentium or equivalent, 
RAM 32MB 
OS DOS, Linux, Windows 95 or later 


Create new partitions on your 
hard drive, then format, move, 
merge or resize them without 
losing any data. Advanced 
operations include the ability 
to change Partition ID and 
Primary Slot, while other tools 
can help to recover systems 
with damaged partition tables. 





PARAGON PARTITION 
MANAGER 6 


0000600000 
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Value 


Features 


Performance 


PRICE £32 (£27 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Acronis 

+49 8031 94 1470 (Germany) 
INFO www.acronis.com 


CPU Pentium or equivalent 
RAM 32MB 
OS Windows 95 or later 


Create, resize, copy and move 
partitions on your hard drive, 
with no loss of data. The 
program also includes a Boot 
Manager to handle dual or 
multi-boot environments. A 
sector editor enables you to 
manually edit a disk, so it's 
fortunate that partition 
recovery tools are provided. 


ACRONIS DISK DIRECTOR 
SUITE 9 
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DISK MANAGEMENT 
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Q artitioning your hard drive 
enables you to install multiple 


operating systems, make more efficient 
use of your hard drive, or just keep 
your data and applications organised. 
It's a useful technique, yet for some 
reason Windows still can't partition a 
drive without destroying its contents. 
Still, who cares when you've got 
Paragon Partition Manager? In a few 
mouse clicks you can create, format or 
delete partitions, and copy or move 
them around your hard drive. Most 
operations run on a wide variety of file 


DISK MANAGEMENT 





Create and rearrange 
your partitions, or 
recover them if it all 
goes horribly wrong. 


systems, from basic 
DOS/Windows (FAT16, 
FAT32, NTFS), to Linux 
(Ext2, Ext3, Reiser FS) 
and even HPFS (if 
anyone cares). You 
can convert file 
systems, too, most 
usefully between 
FAT32 and NTFS or 
Ext? and EXB. 

IF youre an old hand at partitioning 
you'll find it straightforward, but 
beginners are likely to be caught out 
occasionally. You might choose to 
create a partition, for instance, and then 
format it using NTFS. These operations 
are queued up, and won't actually be 
performed until you click Apply’. This 
would be fine if Partition Manager 
displayed them on the screen as you 
went along, but instead it hides them 
behind a ‘Changes’ button. It isn't a big 
deal, but still hints at annoyingly poor 
user interface design. 








Theres better news elsewhere. This 
version comes with three new wizards 
to walk you through some advanced 
partition tasks, such as merge partitions 
or redistribute free space, and they're 
genuinely easy to use. Still, this user- 
friendliness cant disguise the fact that 
Partition Manager is really aimed at 
experts. Browse the Hard Disk menu, 
for instance, and you'll find an option to 
update your drives Master Boot record 
with standard code. You can manually 
change your partition ID, or tweak 
individual bytes on the disk with a raw 
sector editor. It'S powerful stuff, but be 
careful — one mistake and your drive 
could be trashed. 

This problem may not be 
permanent, however. The program 
comes with an Undelete option, to 
restore a lost partition. Better still is an 
ISO image, which you can use to burn 
a Recovery CD. If the partition table is 
destroyed, by human error or a virus, 
boot from this and you'll have the full 
power of Partition Manager to help 
solve the problem. 

Beginners need to be a little wary 
of Partition Managers raw power, but 
for everyone else its an excellent buy. 
Mike Williams 


Acronis Disk Director Suite 9 
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The clear, simple XP- 
style interface helps 
Disk Director guide you 
through the process. 


including the server 
versions (NT, 2000, 
2003 Server), which 
Partition Manager 
only covers in its 
Professional (and 
more expensive) 
version. Disk Director 
also adds an extra 





heres a big market for reliable 

disk partitioning software, and 
strong competition between the 
companies trying to establish 
themselves as market leaders. So It’s 
really no surprise that the latest Acronis 
release, Disk Director Suite 9 turns out 
to be almost identically-specified to 
Paragons Partition Manager. But which 
one is the best for you? 

Acronis scores early points for 

compatibility. Disk Director runs on 
anything from Windows 95 upwards, 





partition type, Linux 
Swap, to the more 
regular list of FAT16, FAT32, NTFS, Linux 
Ext2, Exts and ReiserFS. 

The program also benefits from a 
cleaner, XP-style interface, and 
improved guidance to users. Want to 
create a partition? Theres a simple 
wizard to walk you through the process. 
It doesnt quite offer the control of 
Partition Manager (you can't define an 
amount of disk space before and after 
the partition, for instance), but is much 
easier to use. Theres also a ‘Wizard 
only’ automatic mode. 


Elsewhere, theres most of the 
functionality youd expect, with wizards 
or options to create, resize, copy and 
move partitions. In addition, you have 
various disk-related functions such as 
format options, a defragger, the ability 
to change cluster size, and more. 

Its an impressive list, but a closer 
look reveals a few omissions. Disk 
Director can convert between FAT16 
and FAT32 file systems, for instance, but 
not to NTFS. Theres no command to 
merge partitions, and no option to 
directly rewrite the Master Boot Record 
(other than through manual editing). 
When it comes to advanced features, 
Partition Manager still wins. 

Partition recovery looked like it 
might be different, as Disk Directory 
offers an ‘Undelete partition’ wizard, the 
option to create a bootable recovery 
CD, or floppy disk, for restoring partition 
information on a non-booting system. 
That was the theory, anyway. We tried 
to create a bootable CD several times, 
using various media, but Disk Director 
failed to notice. Despite these issues, 
Disk Director Suite is still an ideal choice 
if youre a partitioning beginner. 

Mike Williams 


BACK-UP TAPE DRIVE 











ompetition in the entry-level 
back-up market has never been 
tighter! Formats aplenty are lining up 
to grab a slice of this huge, DDS- 
dominated territory. Introduced in 
1999, ValuSmart (VS) was originally 
touted as a budget back-up solution, 
costing the same as DDS-4 but with 
improved performance. Shortly 
afterwards, Quantum acquired the 
technology from the inventors, 
Benchmark, and also formed an 
agreement with Tandberg Data. This 
made the Norwegian manufacturer 


DESKTOP RAID SYSTEM 








Q ault tolerant storage has 
traditionally strayed beyond the 
budget of most small businesses, yet 
LapiStor aims to remedy this by offering 
a smart desktop storage system, 
complete with built-in RAID. The StorPac 
SP40 is a true plug-and-go solution, as 
the RAID arrays are managed internally 
and the unit offers both USB 2.0 and 
FireWire 800 connectivity. 

The SP40 gets our vote for design as 
its sleek, silver, plastic chassis will look 
good on any desktop. Four drive bays 





Quantum DLT VS160 


Compatibility issues 
overshadow the high 
performance and large 
capacity of the VS160. 


the exclusive 
distribution partner 
for DLT tape drives in 
Europe. However, at 
the beginning of 
2004, Quantum 
decided the US. 
market wasn't big 
enough and has 
now moved back in 
with its own brand 
VS drives. The biggest drawback of 
the VS format is its slow 
development. The original DLTI 
format was rebranded as VS80 but it 
was merely the same package in a 
half-height drive. Its taken a further 
three years to arrive, but the second 
generation VS160 model improves 
performance and capacity by 
delivering a native transfer rate of 
8MB/sec and a doubling of storage to 
80GB. This is achieved by increasing 
the number of tracks from 168 to 240, 
and the recording density from 125KB/ 


LapiStor StorPac SP40 


Ideal for small office 
use, the StorPac SP40 
is a true plug-and-go 
RAID system. 


are provided and our 
review model came 
with a quad of 250GB 
Maxtor AIA/133 drives, 
fitted snugly into 
removable carriers. A 
backlit LCD panel 
provides a status 
readout of the drives, 
fan speeds and even 
the internal 
temperature, and a couple of buttons 
flip through the different displays. 
Installation is swift and both our 
test operating systems had the relevant 
Accusys drivers already embedded. 
Four RAID types are supported and 
these are hard set using a DIP switch at 
the rear. How the drives are configured 
afterwards is up to you, as the unit 
appears as just another local hard disk 
to the Disk Management utility . For 
performance testing, we used the 
open-source lometer configured with a 





in to 175KB/in. The aging RLL (Run 
Length Limited) encoding method is 
also replaced with the more common 
PRML (Partial Response Maximum 
Likelihood) as used in hard disks. 

We found the quoted performance 
to be achievable with our test set-up, 
reporting an average transfer rate of 
509MB/min while securing and 
verifying 5GB of test data. Restoration 
speeds were also impressive, as data 
was returned to its original location at 
an average of 4/8MB/min. Testing with 
Veritas Backup Exec returned general 
performance results within a few per 
cent of those delivered by ARCserve. 

With its high capacity and 
performance, the VS160 is a good 
choice as a back-up solution for 
entry-level servers, yet it's only 
backwardly read compatible with DLT1 
and VS80 media. Furthermore, 
Quantum product roadmap has the 
third generation VS320 next in line, 
but considering how long the VS160 
took to materialise, when this appears 
is anyones guess. By comparison, 
Sony's AIT format is already into its 
third phase with the next generation 
due out in a matter of months. 

Dave Mitchell 





64KB transfer request size and 100 per 
cent sequential read operations. With 
the SP40 configured for RAID-5, we saw 
average transfer rates of 22MB/sec, 
which, though less than half the speed 
of our internal Ultra320 subsystem, is 
impressive for a USB 2.0 connection. 
Pulling one drive out to simulate a 
failure caused the unit to sound a 

loud buzzer and display a message 

in the panel. Replacing the drive 
automatically started an array rebuild 
which took over 12 hours to complete. 
During this time, the test system 
functioned normally but average disk 
performance gradually degraded down 
to a low of 9MB/sec. 

A drawback of the SP40 is that 
although it's designed to replace tape- 
based back-up, it fails to address the 
issue of off-site storage. However, you 
do get Dantz’s Retrospect back-up 
software that supports both hard disk 
and tape, so it's possible to combine 
the two. Other than that, the StorPac 
SP40 looks a smart solution for small 
offices that need fault tolerant storage 
without the hassle of using individual 
components. 

Dave Mitchell 


EXPERT REVIEWS By 3US. l | TE 


PRICE £975 (£830 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Quantum 0134 435 3500 
INFO www.quantum.com 
WARRANTY Three years, 
return-to-base 


FORMAT DlLItape VS1 
CAPACITY (native) 80GB 
SPEED (native) 8MB/sec 
INTERFACE Ultral60 SCSI-2 





QUANTUM DLT VS160 
Value 000000 

0000000 

00000000 


Features 





Performance 


OVERALL 





PRICE £2,349 (£1,999 ex VAT) 

480GB £1,879 (£1,599 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER LapiStor Ltd 0189 283 8330 
INFO www.storpac.com 

WARRANTY Iwo years, 

first year on-site 


HDD 4 x 250GB Maxtor ATA /133 

HDD CONTROLLER Accusys 

RAID ARRAYS 0, 1+0, 5, 5+hotspare, 
hotswap supported 

INTERFACES USB 1.1/2.0 

2 x FireWire 800, 9-pin serial CLI 

OS SUPPORT Windows 98, ME, 

NT4, 2000, XP Apple Mac 9x and 
later, Linux 

OTHER Dantz Retrospect Professional 


6.5 (bundled) 
crr 
LAPISTOR STORPAC SP40 
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EXPERT REVIEWS | BUSINESS 


Four of your best options for remote working 


MOBILE COMMS 


BlackBerry 7730 


PRICE £234 (£199 ex VAT) SUPPLIER www.getblackberry.co.uk 


D) espite only 16MB of 
memory and a non- 
touch colour LCD 240x160 
screen (65,536 high res), the 
BlackBerry still rocks! Couple 
it to a full back office 
BlackBerry Enterprise Server 
and you get all the real-time 
mail delivery and 
management you need. 
Compatible with Outlook, 
ACT!, Lotus Notes and 
GroupWise, its a cool and 
functional corporate mobile 
solution. The smaller 
business or ‘prosumer’ can 
opt for the POP3/IMAP option 
to access their email. And 
you can also access the 
enterprise intranet or surf the 
web, as well as use it as a 
normal voice mobile. The QWERTY 
keypad is superbly usable, battery 
life good (at around four hours 
of talk time and 10 days standby), 
and the functionality unsurpassed. 
Yet lack of Bluetooth is painful. So, 
its not a PDA nor mobile phone, but 


MOBILE COMMS 


a 


a 
EDITOR'S 
CHOICE 





86%IO9089 
on ry «> 
ag 





for remote working and true anytime 
access to your corporate mailbox, 
especially with the BlackBerry 
Enterprise Server option, its simply 
unbeatable. 


Sony Ericsson P910 


PRICE TBC SUPPLIER www.expansys.com 


he update to the 
already successful 

P900 Smartphone could be 
a real contender for the 
BlackBerry-enabled 
handheld device. It retains 
most of the look and feel of 
the original but increases 
functionality by adding a 
flip-down QWERTY 
keyboard, extra internal 
memory (taking it to 64MB), 
plus a boost to the touch 
screen, which is now 
208x320 with support for 
262K colours. The integrated 
camera Is VGA and theres 
an implementation of the 
Opera web browser that 
works seamlessly with GPRS. 

The P910 will be 
available by the time you read this 
but pricing has yet to be finalised. 
Its a good idea to keep an eye 
open at Expansys, who are usually 
among the first to get contract-free 
units. This may provide an idea of 
likely contract pricing. 





It's the best of the 
Smartphones (for now) and 
manages to mix corporate and 
prosumer appeal without 
compromising on either front. 





MOBILE COMMS 


Vodafone Mobile Connect 3G/GPRS 


PRICE from £82 with tariff (£70 ex VAT) SUPPLIER www.getblackberry.co.uk 


N) ot the most portable of 
solutions, the Mobile 
Connect card comes in PC 
Card format, which means 
you need a notebook PC of 
some kind to slot it into. It 
protrudes about an inch from 
the slot, with the excess 
plastic acting as antenna to 
pick up the 3G/GPRS signal. 
Once installed, it provides 
Wi-Fi-like Internet 
connectivity without 

having to worry about 
hotspots. You get the 

same Internet 

connection, the same 

email and web browsing 
capability and the same VPN 
connection back to the office 
network, if required. The 
downside is that, despite the 
promise of great coverage, this really 
isn't the case, and 3G reception in 
particular is patchy, to say the least. 
This means the cumbersome 
external antenna is required most 
of the time. 





The Vodafone is good value but 
offers patchy 3G/GPRS performance, 
and the need for a notebook makes 
it less than ideal. 


MOBILE COMMS 


02 XDA II 


PRICE from £60 (£51 ex VAT) SUPPLIER www.mobileshop.co.uk 


he form and function 

of the XDA II betrays its 
PDA status. Despite being 
well-integrated, both phone 
and push-based email 
support feel out of place. But 
as a Pocket PC-powered PDA, 
its up there with Hewlett 
Packard. You get Word, Excel 
and PowerPoint and a huge 
240x320 resolution colour 
TFT touch screen (that, 
disappointingly, only supports 
4096 colours). 

The 128MB RAM is more 
than adequate, and theres 
also an onboard VGA camera. 
From an email perspective, 
theres BlackBerry Enterprise 
Server connectivity support, 
SO you get the benefits of 
push delivery and synchronisation. 
But Pocket PC 2003 provides a 
definite PDA interface that isnt ideal 
for telephony or, to be honest, an 
enterprise mobile email terminal. The 
screen isn't the easiest to see in 
direct sunlight, further detracting from 





in-the-field functionality, 

A disappointing performance 
from the large display, and battery life 
of just over three hours of talk time, 
makes the XDA II less than ideal. 
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PRICE £573 (£488 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER wwwafterhours.co.uk 
0189 261 8497 

INFO wwwssharp.co.uk 
WARRANTY Three years, on-site 


NATIVE RESOLUTION 1 280x/68dpi 
INPUTS D-Sub, S-Video, Composite, 
TV Aerial, SCART, Audio-In 
VIEWABLE ANGLE 170 degrees 
horizontal and vertical 

PIXEL PITCH 0.289mm 

RESPONSE TIME 25ms 
CONTRAST RATIO 600:1 
BRIGHTNESS 260cd/m2 in PC mode, 
400cd/m2 in TV mode 

WEIGHT 5.9Kg 


LecPlus ratings 
SHARP LL-171ME 


VELTS 0090000 
Features 009000000 
Performance @000000 


HARDWARE 


17in LCD MONITOR 


Sharp LL-171ME 





ere going to try and get 
through this review without 
using the ‘C word. You know 


the one: it describes products that bring 
together disparate areas of technology, 
it ends in ‘ence’, and its more over- 
used than blue LEDs. Avoiding it isn't 
going to be as easy as it sounds, as 
the Sharp LL-I71ME is almost the 
physical incarnation of that word, 
acting as both a PC monitor and an 
LCD TV. But it's not our use of English 
that matters — It's the technology 
inside this display. 

Feature-wise, Sharp has covered all 
its bases. In addition to the obligatory 
built-in TV tuner, S-Video, composite 
and even SCART inputs all make an 
appearance, thus meeting 
entertainment needs with aplomb 
(although the lack of DVI-I is bemusing). 
Theres also a pair of surprisingly 
powerful stereo speakers. This is the 
first time that we would choose to use 
a monitor's sound output at less than 
full volume. Perhaps most interesting, 
though, is the picture-in-picture 
functionality. This enables you to pick 
and choose which inputs feed the 
main and secondary pictures, and 
also the size and position of the 
smaller window. It’s all very handy for 
watching TV when your boss thinks 
youre working. 

The panel itself has one of the 
glossiest coatings we've seen and is 
ideal for television, adding extra 
vividness to some already well- 
produced colours. The trouble is, this 
Same coating detracts from the screen's 
effectiveness as a PC monitor. It's far 
too reflective for extended use — a 





Is it a monitor or a television? In actual fact, it’s supposed to be both. Whether you'll 
want to give it pride of place in either your lounge or your office is another matter. 


problem that has particular 
repercussions on viewing angles. This 
is ashame, as the brightness and 
contrast are excellent, and the intuitive 
menu system provides enough 
precision to ensure that you achieve 
the exact set-up you desire. It's 
particularly annoying as CTX has 
proven that glossy coatings needn't 
take away from everyday use 

(see overleaf). 

These panel difficulties leave the 
LL-I7ZIME in something of a quandary, 
At 17in, its too small to serve as a full- 
time television, despite the 16:9 aspect 
ratio. The fact that it can't really work for 
eight hours a day as a computer 


screen, therefore, leaves it without a 
real raison d'etre. This is a common 
complaint with that ‘C word. When a 
product is designed to cover two 
needs, all too often it fails to really 
fulfil either. 

The monitor's attractive enough, 
with its Apple-esque curvy white 
styling and carefully-hidden buttons. 
However, if youte paying almost £600, 
you want a bit more than style for your 
money. The LL-I7IME isn't quite good 
enough as either a monitor or a 
television and we recommend looking 
at the CTX M/30V, reviewed in PC Plus 
212, instead. 

Russell James 





Wet-look wonders 


CTX and Sony bring a stunning new LCD technology to the UK. Jeremy Laird is overwhelmed 


Despite bleating and moaning to the contrary from 
CRT-obsessed Luddites, the battle for domination of 
the PC display market was won long ago by the LCD 
monitor. Only the cheapest PCs are now shipped with 
glass-tube CRT monitors, and for good reason. 

LCD screens, also known as TFT or flat panel displays, 
are lighter, more compact and energy-efficient, boast 
near-zero electromagnetic emissions, and provide a 
sharper, geometrically perfect image. But this doesn't 
stop glass-fanciers from pointing out that CRTs 
remain superior for multimedia fare such as movies 
and gaming, and tasks that require supreme colour 
accuracy. 

However, a new screen technology is now 
appearing in the UK that promises to lift LCD 
multimedia image quality beyond the capabilities of 
even the best CRT displays. Conventional flat panel 
displays use a matt surface treatment that significantly 
reduces reflectivity by scattering light that strikes the 
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screen. The downside to anti-glare coatings is that 
light passing through the panel from the backlight is 
also scattered, giving a dimmer, less focused image. 
Best described as wet-look or glossy (confusingly, 
there's no widely accepted terminology), the new 
technology typically involves a special screen coating 
in concert with high-powered backlighting. Widely 
available in the Japanese market for a year or two 
now and first seen in the UK on notebooks from 
Toshiba and Sony, the coating is designed for 
maximum clarity at the expense of increased 
reflectivity. 

The result is breathtakingly sharp, vivid image 
quality that makes every other display technology look 
dull and washed out. What's more, if the glossy- 
screened CTX F773 monitor is anything to go by (page 
51), the Holy Grail of screen performance — 
simultaneously scorching brightness and deep, inky 
blacks — has finally been achieved. Indeed, although the 


F773 has an impressive 450:1 quoted contrast ratio 
specification, the unit CTX sent us actually achieves a 
staggering 566:1 ratio. 

Surface reflectivity is unlikely to be an issue for 
most home users, but for productivity work in the 
office, the high brightness setting required to burn off 
reflections from overhead lighting may not be 
comfortable for some. It’s also worth noting that 
neither the Sony nor the CTX are capable of displaying 
a perfectly smooth colour gradient. This technology is 
not yet ready to replace the trusty CRT for graphics 
professionals who prize colour fidelity above all else. 

Likewise, it has no impact on LCD response times. 
A CRT is still the weapon of choice for those sensitive 
to the slight blurring even the fastest 12ms LCD panels 
produce during 3D frag-fests and fast paced movies. 
For now, only the 17in pairing from Sony (in the form 
of the SDMHS73P) and CTX are available, both firms 
will launch 19in alternatives later this year. E 





PRICE £945 (£804 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER www.3dsolutions.co.uk 
0845 108 1578 

INFO wwwssharpinbusiness.co.uk 
WARRANTY Three years 


ANSI LUMENS 1,100 (900 eco) 
CONTRAST RATIO 1,500:1 

LAMP LIFE 3,000 hours (4,000 eco) 
NOISE 39dB (36cB eco) 





SHARP XR-1S 
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PRICE £399 (£340 ex VAT) 

SUPPLIER www.advancedmp3players. 
co.uk 0131 273 4388 

INFO www.archos.com 

WARRANTY One year 


CAPACITY 20GB (DKI4FA-20 

Hitachi HDD) 

DISPLAY 3.5in colour LCD (320x240) 
SUPPORTED FORMATS MP3, WMA, 
WAV, JPEG, BMP MPEG-4 SP Divx, XviD 
INTERFACE USB 20 

CONNECTIONS Type |! CF 
headphones, mic, IR, 2x SCART 
adaptors, composite video/audio 
in/out*, IR receiver*, IR blaster for TV 
control* (*via supplied TV cradle) 
SIZE 127x82x21mm 

WEIGHT 280¢ 


ARCHOS POCKET VIDEO 
RECORDER AV420 


Value 00000000 


Features 00900000000 


Performance @©0000000 
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MULTIMEDIA PROJECTOR 


Sharp XR-1S 





Y) et another micro-sized projector 
passes through the PC Plus 
office. Theres definitely a growing 
trend for these mini DLP-based 
projectors, particularly when it comes 
to the new ‘brick’ shape (like the 
Toshiba P6 and Pico LP120, both 
reviewed previously in PC Plus). This 
odd cuboid shape offers a forward- 
projecting image with a side exhaust, 
and its small size means you could 
almost squeeze it into one of your 
larger jacket pockets, or more 
conveniently into your laptop case. 


PORTABLE VIDEO RECORDER 





Archos AV420 





fter the Walkman, Discman, 

MiniDisc player and MP3 player, 
the new Archos AV420 represents the 
next significant leap forward in portable 
gizmology. Forget the iPod, bin the Zen 
— they're one-trick ponies. In contrast, 
the AV420 is an MP3/WMA player, video 
player/recorder, digital photo album and 
external hard disk drive all in one sleek, 
desirable device. Microsoft's Portable 
Media Center may be generating all the 
excitement, but this multimedia player 
is arguably a better product. 


It looks fine and 
performs well, but 
there’s simply nothing 
here to excite us. 


The small size 
does have a couple 
of drawbacks, 
primarily connected 
with heat. To start 
with, the upper-right 
area of the unit gets 
hot — not quite 
enough to burn your 
hand but enough to 
warm your croissants 
on a crisp morning. The other problem 
is the side exhaust that pumps out 
quite a lot of heat. Sharp quotes a 
BPU measurement of 860, putting it 
almost In competition with a small 
radiator. At least those chilly winter 
meetings shouldn't be a problem 
anymore. lts quite noisy as well, even 
with economy mode turned on. 

Setting up the projector is a 
straightforward procedure: a single 
front drop-down foot provides 
elevation, and the brick shape offers 
surprising stability, The throw of this 


= 


a 
EDITORS 
CHOICE 


Is this the next small 
thing in portable 
entertainment? 

Of course it is! 


Archos was one 
of the first companies 
to experiment with 
mobile video players, 
and we reviewed its 
chunky AV320 player 
in PC Plus 211. The 
new AV420 is a 
considerable 
improvement. It 
features a similar 3.5in 
320x240 pixel colour LCD, but it’s lighter 
(280g) and slimmer (127x82x21mm), and 
boasts an improved button layout and 
clearer GUI that makes it much less 
fiddly to use. 

The AV420 is built around a 20GB 
DKI4FA-20 Hitachi hard disk, and while 
this size of HDD isn’t enough for a full- 
blown Media Center PC, it's ideal for 
Storing compressed music and video 
files. However, the list of file formats it 
can access is limited. Like any audio 
player, it copes well with MP3, WMA and 





model is a little long, at best 1.6:1, 
and the integrated zoom lens is 
feeble, offering only 1.16x zoom. The 
supplied remote is as diminutive as 
the projector itself, yet it packs all the 
controls and features youd want, 
including an easy-to-use toggle 
button to control any laptop attached 
to the projector using the USB 
connection. 

This particular model is an SVGA 
DLP unit that manages 1,100 lumens, 
or 900 in economy mode. This is 
bright enough to show presentations 
in a lit room, although it'll struggle 
with films unless its dark. Under 
testing, the geometry was near 
perfect, as always with DLP Using 
keystone did introduce moiré effects 
on our test images, and text was only 
readable down to nine points. Scaling 
from 1,024dpi could also be better. All 
the same, when It comes to video, 
which can be fed in using the 
composite, S-Video or component via 
the VGA port, the projector excels. 
Well-priced for a micro-projector, the 
SVGA model is highly portable and 
generally good. We just wish the 
design was a bit more original. 

Neil Mohr 


WAV files, but theres no support for Ogg. 
Digital photo files are limited to JPEG and 
BMP formats, while the AV420's software 
will only play back MPEG-4 SP DivX or 
XviD video (the latter, quite poorly). 
Archos supplies a copy of VirtualDub for 
file conversion, but its up to you to 
learn how to use it effectively. 

The one feature that lifts the AV420 
above the new Portable Media Centers 
is its ability to record from a video 
source. In fact, supplied with a docking 
cradle (that connects to an array of 
composite in/out cables) and its own 
remote control, the AV420 can be used 
as a DVR to record programmes 
automatically at /04x480 pixels. Archos 
claims 4.5 hours of life for video 
playback and over double that for 
audio-only operation. 

True, AV420 is often fiddly to use, 
but its a superb improvement over the 
AV300 series of models with a price low 
enough to stop dreaming. Software 
upgradable, it does suffer from being 
a jack-of-all-trades device, and 
consequently a master of none. But 
hey, the MP3 player is dead. Long 
live the PVP! 

Dean Evans 





BAREBONES MINI PC 


Shuttle XPC SN95G5 





TT, eve had our heads inside so 
many Shuttle systems that it's 
rapidly becoming difficult to tell them 
apart. It’s refreshing, therefore, to see 
that Shuttle has done a fantastic job 
of making this model one of the best 
looking systems we've seen to date. 
The new black look is superb and 
makes earlier systems look rather 
gaudy. It also has the advantage of 
looking smaller than ever. It's a low- 
profile design with only a single 5.25in 
drive bay, and two 3.5in variations — 
one is designed for a floppy drive and 








TV, hen you consider the size of the 
wW company, its surprising that Dell 


has only had its own branded range of 
PDAs for just over a year. It launched 
its first, the X5, in early 2003. It still has 
a fairly small range, but is, at least, 
looking to add to it, with three 
variations on the new X30 design. 
These PDAs continue where the last 
model, the X3, left off. 

In terms of external design, styling 
is much the same for the new models. 
However, this is where the similarity 


Dell Axim X30 


Black is the new, er, 
black! Bin your silver 
kit, it’s so out of 
fashion now. 


the other is 
specifically for a hard 
drive. In other words, 
theres room for 
everything you 
need, but without 
any wasted space. 
Inside, its a 
Shuttle the same as 
any other. There's 
the slimline power 
supply unit, the custom heat pipe 
cooling system and the slide-out 
drive bay tray, as always. Were 
disappointed that Shuttle hasn't 
included the quick release features 
found in its equally new Intel 915G 
systems, but this is isn’t a huge issue. 
While the physical side of the 
Shuttle is as familar as ever, what is 
new is the system logic. It’s not 
Shuttle's first Athlon 64-bit system, but 
it is definitely the first Socket 939 
system, and its based around Nvidias 
superb nForce 3 Ultra chipset. With no 





Compared to other 
PDAs with built-in 
wireless functionality, 
it’s excellent value. 


ends. Inside, the new 
models use the latest 
Intel XScale CPUs, 
and two have built-in 
wireless and 
Bluetooth 
connectivity. This is a 
real step up. 

Our review 
model is the top-of- 
the-range variation 
on the X30 theme, 
and is the only one of the three 
options to make use of Intels top-end 
624MHz CPU. This is one of the fastest 
CPUs ever used in a PDA and 
demonstrates just how far the 
technology has evolved over the past 
few years. The other two models use a 
Slower 312MHz processor. On paper, this 
sounds slower than the 400MHz CPU 
the original X5 used, but according to 
Intel, this isnt the case due to the new 
chip architecture. In testing, we 
certainly noticed the X30 was quicker 
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onboard graphics, theres an 8x AGP 
port waiting to be filled, and you also 
get a solitary PCI slot. Iwo DIMM slots 
and two SATA ports sit hand-in-hand 
next to the single floppy and a PATA 
port. You'll also find all the front- and 
rear-mounted ports youd want. 
Nonethelesss, with only four available 
USB ports, you do eye up the space 
wasted by the severly out-dated serial 
port with some contempt. 

The all-important system 
performance comes out very well. We 
built a system around the powerful 
Athlon 64 3800+ with 512MB of 
DDR400; this is clearly the kind of set- 
up that this unit has been designed 
for. The resulting SYSmark 2004 score 
of 188 Is right up there with similar 
desktop systems, making it a mighty 
score indeed from such a miniscule 
system. It translates into a PC Plus 
benchmark index of 1.45. What's just as 
impressive is how cool and quiet the 
system runs. Having seen the 915G 
Socket 775 model and all its many, 
many fans, were pleasantly surprised. 
IF you are seeking a quiet life, this 
Athlon 64 alternative would seem the 
sensible choice. 

Neil Mohr 


than previous models, even when 
using basic applications. 

Dell has also improved the quality 
of the screen, by including a QVGA 16- 
bit 3.5in TFT trans-reflective display. This 
is extremely bright and clear, and it 
performs well in a variety of light 
conditions thanks to a superb back 
light function. 

Perhaps the most useful feature is 
the 802.11b wireless and Bluetooth 
functionality. This gives you greater 
flexibility, and also means that you dont 
have to shell out for extra adaptors as 
with the X5. We should point out a slight 
downside, though: whereas the X5 had 
both MMC and CF card slots, the CF card 
Slot have now disappeared. The two 
receivers are also quite a drain on the 
battery, even if its only used for a few 
minutes. On a positive note, the back- 
up battery is now rechargeable, so if 
the main battery is exhausted and the 
PDA switches to back-up, it can simply 
be recharged. 

When you consider its price and 
features, the X30 is certainly a PDA wed 
like to recommend. It's unlucky to 
narrowly miss out on an award. 

Henry Tucker 





PRICE £273 (£232 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER www.gemma.co.uk 
020 8961 7008 

INFO www.shuttle.com 
WARRANTY One year 


CPU Athlon 64 Socket 939 

RAM 2x DDR400 Dual Channel 

CORE LOGIC Nvidia nForce3 Ultra 
HDD SUPPORT 2x PAIA133, 2xSATA150 
Raid 0,1 

DRIVE 1x 5.25in, 2x 3.5in 

COMMS Gigabit-LAN 100/1000 Mbps 
PORTS 2x FireWire, 1x PS/2 mouse, 1x 
PS/2 keyboard, 1x serial, 2x USB 2.0 
OTHER HARDWARE 1x S/PDIF in/out, 
1x Coaxial S/PDIF-out, 1x line-in 

SIZE 300x200x185mm 
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PRICE £278 (£229 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Dell 0870 152 4699 
INFO www.dell.co.uk 
WARRANTY Three years 


CPU Intel Xscale PXA270 

RAM 64MB 

CONNECTIVITY Wi-Fi, Bluetooth, IrDA 
OS Microsoft Pocket PC 2003 SE 

SIZE 76x11.7x1.52cm 

WEIGHT 133g 
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17in LCD MONITOR 


Sony SDMHS73P 








O s regular readers know, we're 
enthusiastic fans of Sonys X- 
black LCD panel technology, as seen on 
the firms rather tasty Vaio notebook 
computers. Granted, its not ideal for 
office use thanks to a glossy screen 
surface that suffers from increased 
reflectivity in certain lighting conditions. 
But for brightness, contrast and 
breathtaking clarity, it stamps on the 
fingers of its competitors with a pair of 
extra sharp golf shoes. 

Our first viewing of the new 
desktop X-blacks comes courtesy of 


17ın LCD MONITOR 


CTX F773 








TY hen it comes to the white heat of 
WW cutting edge technology, 
historically, CTX products haven't had us 
in much of a sweat. But this fabulous 
new 1/in LCD monitor might just set the 
brand alight. Its certainly more stylish 
than the usual bland and anonymous, if 
functional and affordable, fare from CTX. 
Its makers have informed us that the 
chassis was designed by those who 
moonlight for fashion luminaries, Hugo 
Boss. Aesthetics aside, the chassis offers 
a novel secondary configuration which 





Sony's X-black screen 
technology disappoints 
on this 17in desktop 
LCD monitor. 


this 17in model, 
aimed at home users 
rather than business. 
It's certainly a stylish 
effort, and benefits 
from Sony's usual 
attention to detail. 
With a glossy plastic 
plug-in back cover 
that conceals 
unsightly wires and 
sockets, it even looks nice from behind 
and would complement any modern 
living space. That said, this is not the 
most versatile monitor chassis on the 
market. All types of adjustability, save 
for tilt, are conspicuously absent. 

But that’s all grist to the multimedia 
mill, for what this monitor is all about is 
image quality. So, we wont beat about 
the bush when we say were seriously 
disappointed. One obvious visual faux 
pas is uneven contrast. Setting the 
desktop background to black reveals 
inconsistent backlighting, with light 


The CTX F773 isn't 
perfect but it stands 
head and shoulders 
above its market rivals. 


sees part of the base 
unclip to allow the 
entire monitor to sit 
directly on a desktop, 
with a support 
protruding from the 
rear. We only wish the 
build quality was 
better. Some of the 
plastics are brittle and 
uninspiring. 

This is something were willing to 
overlook in the context of the 
extraordinary image quality this 
monitors capable of. Notably, CTX has 
opted for a ‘wet-look’ screen surface, 
similar to Sony's X-black LCD panel 
technology. Added to this is Neon-Life 
colour enhancement software 
technology. The result is nothing less 
than stunning. Colours are a little 
oversaturated out of the box (a few 
preset colour temperatures are 
available via the comprehensive OSD, 


HARDWARE 


seeming to bleed in from the edges, 
creating a generally patchy appearance. 
Even worse Is the grainy image quality, 
something we werent expecting given 
the near-perfect clarity of X-black 
laptop screens. lts almost as if Sony 
has glued that glossy surface on top of 
a conventional LCD anti-glare coating. 
Whatever the truth, it defeats the object 
of the exercise and brings the 
downside of X-black (excessive 
reflectivity) into, ahem, sharper focus. If 
this is the only glossy-type LCD monitor 
you've seen, dont be put off. The CTX 
F773, reviewed below, is a far Superior 
example of the technology. 

In isolation, this is a painfully 
bright monitor capable of gorgeous 
multimedia imagery and boasting 
impressive pixel response of just l6ms. 
It's certainly a good choice for gaming 
and movies, although at 1/in, it's 
perhaps a little compact for the latter. 
For desktop work, its something of an 
acquired taste. Sharpness Is 
compromised, slightly, by the VGA-only 
connectivity, and a choice between 
blazing brightness and distracting 
reflections isn't really what you want 
when staring at a Word document. 
Jeremy Laird 
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but we found only manual tweaking 
delivered the ideal balance), but once 
its properly configured, the depth, 
vividness and clarity of the images has 
to be seen to be believed. Likewise, 3D 
games such as Far Cry look 
astonishingly sharp and dynamic 
thanks to the 16ms pixel response. 
Glossy screens are not ideal for 
office environments with overhead 
gantry lighting, due to the heightened 
reflectivity of the panel surface, but for 
home multimedia, this is arguably the 
finest monitor we've ever seen. 
Surprisingly, its also streets ahead of 
the superficially superior Sony 
SDMHS/3P (see above). The CTX F/735 
contrast is even with deep, inky blacks 
and none of the disappointing 
graininess that afflicts the Sony. 
Thankfully, CTX has seen fit to provide 
both pure digital DVI and analogue VGA 
connectivity options. Unfortunately, 
theres no quick-switch button, so 
hopping between inputs means digging 
deep into the OSD. This is a minor glitch. 
This is the best glossy screen 
we've seen and it comes at a 
reasonable price. 
Jeremy Laird 





PRICE £409 (£348 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Sony 020 7365 2947 
INFO hitp://shop.sonystyle-europe. 
com 

WARRANTY One year 


NATIVE RESOLUTION 1280x1024dpi 
INPUTS D-SUB 

VIEWABLE ANGLE 160 degrees, 
vertical and horizontal 

PIXEL PITCH 0.264mm 

RESPONSE TIME 16ms 
CONTRAST RATIO 500:1 
BRIGHTNESS 400cd/m? 

WEIGHT 5.9Kg 
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PRICE £340 (£290 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER CTX 0192 381 0800 
INFO www.ctxeurope.com 
WARRANTY Three years 


NATIVE RESOLUTION 1280x1024dpi 
INPUTS DVI-I, D-SUB, Audio-in 
VIEWABLE ANGLE 160 degrees, 
vertical and horizontal 

PIXEL PITCH 0.264mm 

RESPONSE TIME 16ms 

CONTRAST RATIO 450:1 
BRIGHTNESS 400cd/m? 

WEIGHT 5Kg 


CTX F773 
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Features 009000000 


00000000009 





Performance 


OVERALL 


| 


PCPlus 271 | October 2004 Ea 





PRICE £586 (£499 ex VAT) 
DELIVERY £724 (£20 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER wwwsimply.co.uk 
0870 727 2110 

INFO www.simply.co.uk 
WARRANTY Three years, 
return-to-base 


CPU 2GHz AMD Sempron 2800+ 
RAM 512MB DDR400 

CORE LOGIC VIA KT600 

HDD 120GB Samsung SATA 7200rpm 
DRIVES 8x Sony DVD+/-RW, 

Sony FDD 

GRAPHICS 128MB Nvidia 

GeForce FX 5/00 

SCREEN 17in Samsung CRT 
SOUND Realtek AC’97 

SPEAKERS 2.1 Videologic ZXR-200 
COMMS 56K modem, 10/100 Ethernet 
PORTS 8x USB 20, Serial, Parallel, 
PS/2 keyboard/mouse, VGA-Out, 
DVI-I, S-Video, S/PDIF, Audio-out, 
Headphones, Mic 

OTHER HARDWARE Systemax 
keyboard and mouse 

OS Microsoft Windows XP Home 
OTHER SOFTWARE Microsoft 
Works 7 


PCPlus 
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SEMPRON 2800+ DESKTOP PC 


Systemax Inspire 7512 


ere it is, the first Sempron- 
based PC to hit the PC Plus 
office. We won't go too much 


into technical details (for that, you 
should read the section below). We'll 
just tell you that this is AMD's new 
processor, designed to compete with 
Intels Celeron, and it’s very cheap. 

Technically, this new chip is very 
like the old Athlon XP so it comes as 
no surprise that its performance is 
extremely similar. In this Inspire PC, 
Systemax has opted to install a 
2800+, which sits at the top-end of 
the new range (only the 3100+ is 
above it, featuring a slightly different 
design, as you'll see below). This 
processor Is paired with a healthy 
512MB of DDR400 RAM inside VIAS 
popular mid-range chipset, the KT600, 
which features 400MHz support for 
both the front side bus and the 
memory bus. This means theres more 
than enough oomph for both the 
CPU and the RAM to operate at 
maximum efficiency. 

With application-based speed so 
difficult to judge across similar 
systems, the easiest way to compare 
performance is in the SYSmark 2004 
benchmark. This set-up produces a 
SYSmark result of 118 that equates to 
a PC Plus index of 0.91. Considering 
that our base index of one was 
derived from an Athlon XP 
3200+/512MB RAM set-up, you can 
see that this discrepancy is exactly 
what youd expect if the performance 
rating was the only difference between 
the processors. 

It's a similar story for 3D 
performance. Here, the Sempron chip 
is asked to work alongside a 128MB 
GeForce FX 5/00. If this was an Athlon 
XP 2800+, wed say this was a 





Easy on the wallet but lacking in the multimedia department, the Inspire 7512 packs a 
fair punch with the new Sempron processor, but houses little in the way of extras. 


reasonable set-up for older games, but 
that it would struggle with the likes of 
Doom 3. A 3DMark 2003 score of 2,310 
paints a similar picture. 

As the Sempron is AMD's budget 
processor, most manufacturers will be 
looking to house it in low-cost PCs. 
This is exactly what Systemax has 
done, pitching at a price point under 
£600. It should come as no surprise 
that the rest of the Inspire 75125 feature 
list is a little sparse. After all, Systemax 
has to make some money back 
somewhere. A 120GB Samsung hard 
drive is respectable enough, as Is an 
8x Sony DVD+/-RW drive. If you're 
looking for a second optical drive, a 
stand-alone soundcard or Gigabit 
Ethernet, you're going to be sorely 
disappointed. There are also none of 
the multimedia extras found on most 
other modern systems. 


Sempron: AMD's back to 32-bit basics 


There's a strange sense of familiarity about AMD's latest CPU family. Mike Williams investigates 
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The announcement of an entire new 
processor family is normally a major 
event, with new technology to study, 
jargon to learn, and perhaps a new 
performance king to crown. The AMD 
Sempron offers none of these things, 
but it could still prove an important 
weapon in the fight against Intel. And 
you may well want one in your next PC. 

Exactly why isn't immediately 
obvious, especially when you look at 
the first six models. The Sempron 
2200+, 2300+, 2400+, 2500+, 2600+ and 
2800+ seem less than groundbreaking: 
84 mm? die, 375 million transistors, 


333MHz FSB, support for PC3200 DDR 
RAM, and a regular Socket A package. 

It all sounds just like an Athlon XP 
Thoroughbred — the Semprons even 
have the same 128KB L1 and 256KB L2 
caches. In fact, this is just what they 
are because even the internal CPUID 
(used by software to check processor 
type) is the same as a Thoroughbred 
XP. All AMD appears to have done is 
ramp up the FSB from 266MHz to 
333MHz, by tweaking the clock speed 
and multiplier in each case. 

There's nothing too exciting for the 
enthusiast, but this isn’t really the 


External peripherals are also 
second-rate. 999 per cent of the PCs 
we review come with LCD screens, so 
a CRI monitor is always going to be a 
black mark. The stereo speakers aren't 
quite as bad but you do generally 
expect at least a 5.1 package, even if 
you dont need it. 

With a three-year return-to-base 
warranty rounding off this offering, 
youre getting good value for your 
£586. This is representative of the fact 
that Sempron processors offer an 
attractive bangs-per-buck ratio. 
However, if youre looking for radical 
new technology, this isn't it. For 
future planning, 64-bit is definitely the 
way to go. Sempron may be a new 
brand, but is it really offering you 
anything you can't get elsewhere? 
Were not convinced. 

Russell James 


point. These Semprons are aimed at 
creating a new budget range of AMD 
CPUs (the equivalent Athlon XPs are 
being phased out almost immediately) 
ranging from around £45 for the 2400+ 
to £77 for the 2800+, competing directly 
with the Intel Celeron D. 

Initial tests suggest that the new 
chip competes very well, with the 
Sempron 2800+ outperforming an 
equivalent 2.8GHz Celeron D 335 in 
most benchmarks. The difference is 
marginal, perhaps five per cent at most, 
but as the Sempron should also be 10 
to 20 per cent cheaper, it remains a 





SEMPRON 3100+ DESKTOP PC 


Mesh Matrix $3100+ Plus 


he Sempron 3100+ has to be 
Q most confusing processor 

weve ever tested. It's branded 
alongside the rest of AMD's new range, 
yet it features a completely different 
design. Its clocked notably slower than 
the 2800+, and yet achieves a higher 
performance rating, vastly outperforming 
its stablemate in our benchmarks. It's 
built along the lines of an Athlon 64 
processor, but isn’t 64-bit. Most bizarrely 
of all, its a Socket 754 model, which is 
exactly the pin layout that AMD is starting 
to replace in the Athlon 64 range. 

The idea of this /54-pin Sempron is 
to provide an easy upgrade route to 
Athlon 64 as and when the customer 
deems it appropriate. The trouble is, all of 
AMDs upcoming 64-bit CPUs are likely to 
fit the sparkling new Socket 939 layout. 
Youre unlikely to want to upgrade your 
processor within, say, two years, so by 
the time you do want to follow the 64-bit 
route, you may find it difficult to find a 
sufficiently powerful chip that's 
compatible with your Socket /54 
motherboard. 

So, that's the bad news. The good 
news is that the 3100+ is a surprisingly 
powerful chip. In this configuration, with 
512MB of DDR400 RAM and the excellent 
VIA K8T800 chipset to work with, its 
almost on a par with the lower-end 64- 
bit Athlons. A SYSmark 2004 score of 146 
translates into a PC Plus 2004 index of 
1.12. From a budget PC, anything above 
one is pretty impressive. 

Mesh has managed to augment the 
processors desirability by providing some 
worthy support. The 16x double-layer 
DVD+/-RW from Sony is possibly the 
biggest eye-catcher, particularly as it’s 
paired with a DVD-ROM drive. This optical 
offering puts many more expensive 
machines to shame, in terms of both 





very useful victory indeed. 

And there's more to come. Top of the 
new Sempron range is the 3100+, which 
common sense would suggest is like 
the others, only a bit faster. Forget 
common sense, though, because the 
Sempron 3100+ is actually a Socket 754 
CPU. It’s also clocked slower than an 
Athlon 64 2800+. Somehow, we can 
foresee much upgrade confusion in the 
months ahead! 

Anyway, the CPU itself is based 
around a 1.8GHz Athlon 64 with a 
Newcastle core, and half the L2 cache 
(256KB instead of 512KB). The built-in 
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Black is back! The Mesh Matrix $3100+ Plus is a quality performer, and a generous 
range of software complements its all-round strength... but no PCI Express? 


media support and write speed. Hard 
storage is also well catered for, courtesy 
of a 160GB SATA HDD. 

3D performance is managed by Alis 
Radeon 9600 XT. This is slightly out- 
dated but it still represents an excellent 
value alternative to the high-profile, high- 
cost GPUs. It managed a score of 3,829 in 
3DMark 2003. Analog, digital and S-Video 
connections are available to output to 
the screen of your choice, and for our 
review model, Mesh provided a good- 
quality 1/in Sharp LCD. The manufacturer 
does point out that it can’t guarantee this 
exact model for retail PCs, but you'll 
definitely get a 1/in LCD from a well- 
known brand. 

Audio is a more definite affair, with a 
51 speaker set provided by the 
seemingly omnipresent Creative. This is 
fed by the motherboard-integrated AC'9/ 
chipset. This doesnt give you anything 


HyperTransport link connects the 3100+ 
to your system, although ‘only’ at 
1.6GHz (the latest Athlon 64s support 
a 2GHz limit). 

There's also no support for AMD's 
86-64 extensions, but this isn't really 
much of a loss. A 64-bit instruction set 
only helps if you have 64-bit software 
to use it and, right now, there's nothing 
of note to test it. Microsoft's decision to 
delay 64-bit Windows until the first half 
of 2005 will only prolong this situation. 

The real purpose of the Sempron 
3100+ is to offer consumers a budget 
route (think around £89) into the Socket 


like the power and flexibility of the 
Audigy 2 ZS that's included in the more 
expensive Mesh PC (page 41), but it's fair 
enough in terms of quality. 

Gigabit Ethernet will prove useful to 
any forward-looking corporate user, and 
the tasty feature-set is rounded off with 
an impressive software package. 
Microsoft Works 7 Pinnacle Studio 9 SE, 
Instant CD/DVD and InterVideo WinDVD 
are all well-established programs, and 
provide a good starting base to 
anybody's digital toolkit. 

We cant quite recommend this PC as 
a long-term investment, partly because 
of the confusion over the processor's pin 
layout, and partly because theres no 
sign of any PCI Express slots. But if you 
want a solid, multi-purpose machine, it 
represents excellent value for money. The 
3100+ looks to have a promising future. 
Russell James 


754 world, with an easy upgrade path 
to the real 64-bit deal if it becomes 
more useful. And just to persuade you 
to make the jump, tests show that the 
3100+ delivers as much as 10 per cent 
extra speed in the latest SYSmark 2004 
benchmarks. 

Although we'll have to wait and see 
how prices pan out, it looks like the 
Sempron 3100+ in particular could be a 
popular development. The only 
problem is that Athlon 64 is now being 
shoved down the Socket 939 route. 
Perhaps that upgrade path isn't quite 
so smooth after all... 





PRICE £799 (£680 ex VAT)) 
DELIVERY £46 (£39 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Mesh 0870 046 4747 
INFO www.meshcomputers.com 
WARRANTY lwo years on-site, one 
year return-to-base 


CPU 1.8GHz AMD Sempron 3100+ 
RAM 512MB DDR400 

CORE LOGIC VIA K8T800 

HDD 160GB Maxtor SATA 7200rpm 
DRIVES 16x Sony double-layer 
DVD+/-RW, 16x Sony DVD-ROM 
GRAPHICS 128MB ATi Radeon 

9600 XT 

SCREEN 17in Sharp LCD (1,280x1,024) 
SOUND 71 VIA AC'97 

SPEAKERS 5.1 Creative Inspire 
COMMS 56K modem, Gigabit Ethernet 
PORTS 7x USB 2.0, 6-pin FireWire, 
Serial, Parallel, PS/2 keyboard/mouse, 
VGA-Out, DVI-I, S-Video, S/PDIF-Out, 
Audio-out, Headphones, Mic 

OTHER HARDWARE Logitech 
keyboard and mouse 

OS Microsoft Windows XP Home 
OTHER SOFTWARE Microsoft Works 7 
Pinnacle Studio 9 SE, Instant CD/DVD, 
InterVideo WinDVD 


PCPlus 


BENCHMARK INDEX 2004 





PCPlus 
3DMARK2003 


2,000 3,000 4,000 





ChcPlus ratings 
MESH MATRIX 
$3100+ PLUS 


OVERALL 


8) 


The Systemax machine reviewed 
overleaf houses the Sempron 
2800+ inside VIA’s mid-range 
KT600 chipset. 
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1.6GHz PENTIUM M NOTEBOOK PC 


Tiny PowerLite C825 





ere really getting bored of 
these notebooks. Lets face it, 
Dothan processors aren't that 


exciting anyway, seeing as the 
performance gain over Banias chips is 
almost inconsequential. Add to this the 
fact that almost every manufacturer we 
come across is putting the silicon 
inside exactly the same chassis, and 
theres very little cause for enthusiasm. 

We shouldnt be too harsh, as 
theres nothing inherently wrong with 
this particular laptop. The main chipset, 
the 1I855GME, is old now but theres 
nothing to replace it until Intel releases 
the much-vaunted Sonoma platform. 
Tiny has installed a 1.6GHz Pentium M 
with 2MB of Level 2 cache, confirming 
that this is a Dothan chip. The 90nm 
architecture was Initially only launched 
at speeds of 1.7 1.8 and 2GHz, but this 
is definitely a Dothan, and its definitely 
clocked at 1.6GHz, so it would appear 
that Intel has extended that range 
without making a fuss about it. 

What is odd is that Tiny has opted 
for the Intel chipset that features 
integrated graphics, and then installed 
a top-notch AGP card. We're not going 
to complain about the 128MB Mobility 
Radeon 9/00. This is the best mobile 
GPU currently on the market. But, 
surely, it would have made more sense 
to slot it in alongside the 855PM 
chipset? This decision doesn't affect 
system performance in any way. It’s just 
a bit strange. 

Another of Tiny's unusual decisions 
does impact on the machines 
capability. The manufacturer has 
splashed out on an impressive 1GB of 
RAM, but has purchased DDR333, not 
DDR400, modules. For most 
applications, youd actually be better off 
with 512MB of DDR400, as the slower 
memory will act as a bottleneck in the 
systems movement of data. 

The rest of the PowerLites 
components are reasonably impressive. 
Intels latest 802.11b/g wireless offering 
makes an appearance within the 
Centrino circuitry, giving you flexibility 
and speed for wireless networking. The 
same can also be said of the DVD 
multi-drives effect on your disc 
burning. This supports all three 
rewritable formats, and operates at a 4x 
recording speed. As for platter-based 
storage, the Matsushita hard drive may 
only run at 4,200rpm, but we can 
forgive this when you get 80GB of 
storage space. This drive posted a 
random access time of 20./ms and an 
average read speed of 23.2mbps in HD 
Tach. Externally, three USB 2.0 slots, 
plus a 4-pin FireWire and a type Il 
PCMCIA slot, are standard fare, which 





HARDWARE 





BATTERY LIFE 


1n30 


Tiny.Com has done very well to pitch this laptop specification at just over £1,000 
including VAT. You should bear in mind, though, that corners have been cut. 





The DVD multi-drive supports all three 
rewritable formats and operates at a 4x 
recording speed. 


isn't surprising. A 3-in-1 card reader 
adds a touch of multimedia class. 

Sound production relies on the 
motherboard-based Realtek AC’9/ 
offering. Were never as concerned 
about integrated sound options as we 
are about similar graphics provisions, 
and this silicon gives you /1 capabilities 
with surprisingly clear results. The stereo 
speakers are weak, but reasonably 
sharp. Similarly, the 154in widescreen 
display is a little washed-out but, as 
long as youre not intending to use it 
outdoors, it should be sufficient. 

As youd expect from any machine 
boasting Intel's latest processor, data- 
crunching performance is good. Few 
office applications will really tax the 
C825. Youd have to fire up Photoshop 
or Pinnacle Studio if you want to 
stretch it. Unfortunately, we were 
unable to get the MobileMark2002 
benchmark to run, but this shouldn't be 
taken as a sign of weakness. 


3D capabilities 

are even more 
impressive, thanks to 
the Mobility Radeon 
9700. 3DMark2001SE 
gave us a score of 
10,129 while the more 
up-to-date 2003 
version of the 
benchmark recorded 
2,820. What this 
means is that it will 
cope as well with 
games as you can 
expect a mobile PC to do. 

Unfortunately, theres a banana skin 
on the performance front and this is 
battery life. It's rare these days to see a 
Centrino notebook stutter 
before the two hour 
mark, so a machine that 
conks out completely at 
90 minutes is a bit of a 
shock. The C825 is 
certainly light enough to 
take on a train, so it's a 
shame that it has a vastly 
inferior battery lifespan. 

Tiny.Com has done 
well to pitch this specification at just 
over £1,000 including VAT. You should 
bear in mind, though, that corners have 
been cut. For starters, youre paying an 
extra £20 if you want a copy of the 
Operating systems recovery disk, which 
is near-essential. Equally, a one-year 
warranty is far less than youd expect 
from most laptop manufacturers. You're 
basically taking a risk on your purchase 
remaining stable after that time. 
Russell James 








PRICE £1,019 (£867 ex VAT) 
DELIVERY £40 (£34 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Tiny.Com 01282 77 7555 
INFO wwwttiny.com 

WARRANTY One year, return-to-base 


CPU 1.6GHz Intel Pentium M 725 
RAM 1GB DDR333 

CORE LOGIC Inte! iSSSGME 

HDD 80GB Fujitsu 4,200rpm 
DRIVES 4x Matsushita DVD Multi- 
drive (-R/+R/-RAM) 

GRAPHICS 128MB ATi Mobility 
Radeon 9/00 

SCREEN 154in WXGA (1,280x800) 
SOUND Realtek AC’97 
SPEAKERS Stereo 

COMMS 802.11b/g Wi-Fi, 10/100 
Ethernet, 56K Modem 

PORTS 3x USB 2.0, 4-pin FireWire, 
PCMCIA Type II, S-Video, VGA-Out, 
, S/PDIF Headphones, Mic 

OTHER HARDWARE 3-in-1 card 
reader (SD/MMC/Memory Stick) 
OS Microsoft Windows XP Home 
OTHER SOFTWARE CyberLink 
Power2Go, CyberLink PowerDVD, 
CyberLink PowerProducer, Musicmatch 
Jukebox 

SIZE 354x250x28mm 

WEIGHT 3Kg 


PCPlus 


MOBILEMARK2002 


PCPlus 
3DMARK2003 


3,000 6,000 9,000 


12,000) 
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Externally, three USB 2.0 slots, 
plus a 4-pin FireWire and a type Il 
PCMCIA slot are all standard fare. 


LecPlus ratings 
TINY POWERLITE C825 


Value 009000000 
Features 00900000 





Performance A AAAA) 
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SERVER UTILITY 





aziness is the mother of 
invention, so the saying goes. 
However, this is clearly not the 
case with VMware. Having pioneered 
the x86 virtual infrastructure market, 
VMware has continued to push the 
barrier forward, extending the features 
on offer with each new release. 

VMware GSX Server is a mid-range 
server, designed to handle various 
operating systems simultaneously in a 
production environment, even to the 
point where an entire cluster of 
machines can be virtualised. 

Although the main goal of GSX 
Server is to enable companies to 
consolidate their servers on high- 
powered machines, its secondary 
function is also a huge selling-point: 
automated battery testing. Combined, 
these two features present a killer, 
cross-platform virtualisation that 
companies are implementing in droves. 

The most obvious advantage of 
VMware GSX Server is its ability to run 
on Linux as well as Windows. Support 
Stretches to all recent versions of Red 
Hat, SuSE, Mandrake and TurboLinux. Of 
course, it also runs fine with Windows 
Server 2003 and Windows 2000 Server 
and, more importantly, it has no client 
restrictions for access. Internet Explorer 
works fine, as does Mozilla. 

Installation on all supported 
platforms takes just a few minutes. The 
Windows installation is GUI-driven, and 
the Linux installer is a simple script. The 
main interface looks just like VMwares 
Workstation release: clean, simple and 
obvious to use, even if you don't fancy 
delving into the comprehensive 
documentation. Novice users should be 
able to quickly find their way around 
the interface too. It's quite obvious that 
the Ul has been refined through several 
releases to get to the current stage, as 
things are nearly always where you first 
expect them to be. 

lts helpful that the Linux and 
Windows GUls are so similar. Learn one 
and you can use both because GSX 
Server masks most of the differences 
between operating systems. The 
scripting system is also easy to pick up, 
and most people should be able to set 
up a test guest OS to boot up, 
download a test suite from a remote 
server, execute it, upload the results 
and power off without having to consult 
the manual. 

It'S nearly impossible to criticise the 
feature set of GSX Server. Experimental 
64-bit support is already available as a 
free upgrade, which means users can 
migrate to 64-bit Linux (or beta 64-bit 
Windows Server 2003), while 
continuing to run their guest operating 





VMware GSX Server 3 


EXPERT REVIEWS 
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The VMware GSX Server documentation claims you can run eight or more separate 
operating systems simultaneously, but it's not recommended. 
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You control your server via simple 
graphical dialogs, regardless of the 
platform you're running on. 


systems in 32-bit mode. Also, GSX 
Server has full support for PXE booting, 
which means it can boot up and install 
an OS entirely over the network and 
enables you to access the client CD/ 
DVD-ROM from the server machine. 
Simply place an install CD in the drive 
next to you and the remote server can 
use it. These are real time-saving 
features that demonstrate just how 
innovative VMware is. 

The feature that stood out most of 
all is the ability to take a snapshot 
of a server (back it up and save a copy 
to disk), even while the server is 
running. While this isn't really a 
substitute for using proper back-up 
software, it does have other 
advantages. The snapshots are 
available in real-time, which means you 
can use this feature to help your 
deployment in two ways. First, you can 
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take a snapshot of a 
system before an 
upgrade and then, if 


can roll back to the 
original snapshot. 


as you want it, then 
roll it out across 
several physical 
servers (and 
potentially hundreds 
of virtual servers), 


of bother. 
While there are problems, they're 


fairly minor. Full support for Linux kernel 


26 isn't quite there yet, but were 
informed that this is a top priority for 
future releases. As it stands, its best to 
Stick to one of the twenty or so 
Supported Linux distros. 

VMware continues to be the 
unparalleled leader in the field of 
server virtualisation. Theres no OS 
lock-in, you get powerful free 
upgrades, as well as full 64-bit 
computing support. And yes, the 
interface is first class. The 
documentation that comes with It is 


clear and helpful and there are features 


galore. Above all else, OS flexibility and 
64-bit computing are the two 
cornerstones of virtual computing: you 
can migrate your old machines to the 
servers that fit your scenario. This is 
what makes the product work, and 


makes it work better than anything else 


currently available. 
Paul Hudson 





theres a problem, you 


Secondly, you can set 
up a virtual server just 


saving time and a lot 





PRICE for 2-CPU licence (Windows or 
Linux) £1,633 (£1,390 ex VAT) 
Maintenance support (compulsory) 
£330 (£281 ex VAT) for two years 
SUPPLIER Grey Matter 0870 366 5566 
INFO www.vmware.com 


CPU 733MHz Pentium Ill or equivalent 
RAM 512MB 

OS Windows Server 2000, 2003 

or Linux 


A multi-platform virtualisation 
environment that lets you run 
Windows on Linux and vice 
versa. Particular emphasis has 
been paid to make this a 
reliable testing environment, 
so it scales very well and has 
the best support for remote 
administration. 
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Guide to your 











SUPERDISCS 





Follow our project-based tutorials in this guide to your cover discs 


Welcome to this month's SuperDisc with exclusives 
from Microsoft and Paragon leading the way... 


Ty elcome to this month's SuperDisc. We've got 
WV) some, er, ‘ace’ software for you, including 
Ace Backup 2004, a world exclusive. 

Everybody needs to back up their precious data 
and Ace Backup is the perfect tool for the job. Follow 
our SuperDisc tutorial and you'll be backing up 
automatically before you know it. 

Whether you're new to programming or an 
experienced campaigner, there's sure to be something 
here for you. We've got three full products in the 
shape of AceHTML Pro 5, a powerful HTML editor; the 
troubleshooting utility PE Explorer 1.8.1 and software 





David Wiltshire 


david.wiltshire@ futurenet.co.uk 


This month's SuperDisc 
software tutorials 


Windows XP Service Pack 2...................... 212 
AceBit Ace Backup 2004... 216 
PE Explorer 1.8.2.0 eee VAY, 


Runtime Revolution Express 2.2.1... 718 


development tool, Runtime Revolution Express 2.2.1. 


David is responsible for 
sourcing the best programs 
each month found on your 
fantastic SuperDiscs 
Service Pack 2. 


In addition to this, we've compiled a toolkit, containing 
an assortment of essential programming apps and 
utilities. We've also got the long awaited Windows XP 


Your DVD this month offers Partition Undelete and 
Recovery Is Possible; the bootable rescue, back-up 


and maintenance system for Linux. 


This month's product highlights 


Windows Security Center 


y Security Center 
Help protect your PC 


į Security essentials 


Security Center helps you manage your Windows security settings. To help protect your computer, make sure the 
three security essentials are marked ON, If the settings are not ON, follow the recommendations. To return to the 
= Get the latest security and virus Security Center later, open Control Panel, 

information From Microsoft What's new in Windows to help protect my computer? 


@Firewal a @ ON 


“Ay Automatic Updates — @ ON 


= Check for the latest updates from 
Windows Update 


* Get support for security-related 
issues 


* Get help about Security Center 


* Change the way Security Center 
alerts me 








‘Manage security selfinis te for: 


p) Internet Options 2 Automatic Updates 2 Windows Firewall 





At Microsoft, | are about your privacy, Please read our privacy statemen 


start E Control Panel 


OPERATING SYSTEM UPDATE 1 
Windows XP Service Pack 2 

Feeling secure and being secure are two different things. Persistent criticism of 
Windows XPS security has led to this security-laden service pack. Our extensive 
four-page tutorial provides everything you need to know to install it from the 
cover disc as well as how to best configure your upgraded operating system. 


Lex) 


@ Virus Protection GON y 








BACK-UP UTILITY 
AceBit Ace Backup 2004 

It's vital that you protect your important 
data, and Ace Backup 2004 is the ideal 
tool for the job. This tutorial shows you 
how to set it up So your password- 
protected back-ups are scheduled 
automatically, enabling you to back up 
and forget. 

Runtime Revolution © 
Express 2.2.1 

Why wait for others to produce the 
utility you need? Build it yourself with 


this powerful development tool. Use 
familiar WYSIWYG tools to construct 


SOFTWARE DEVELOPMENT TOOL 





Entire CD contents also on the DVD with extras 
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Programming Toolkit Freeware ............... 219 
AceHTML Pro 5 i cccccccccccccsssseee 220 
DVD BONUS 

Paragon Partition Undelete ........................... 221 





your interface, write code in 
English-like Transcript language to tie 

it all together, then compile to a stand- 
alone executable you can freely 
distibute freely to others. 


DISK MANAGEMENT 
Paragon Partition Undelete 
A partition may have been deleted but 
this utility can scan, recover and restore 
previously lost data. See how... 
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This month's PCPlus Toolkit 
Programming - essential developer utilities! 
- 


>Runtime Revolution Express 2.2.1 


Build the applications that you need — speed up your software 


development using WYSIWYG simplicity and power 


>+AceHTML Pro 5 


Check your form and syntax — validate your HTML code within 


an instant editing and correction environment 


>PE Explorer 1.8.1 


Unravel existing code — Browse all executables then edit and 


adapt how they function to suit your needs 


>Freeware specials 


Languages, compilers, disassemblers and editors — only the 


best free programming tools collected together for you 


Your essential resources 


Qur collection of tools, utilities, archives and other useful goodies to enhance your computing 


ON CD 2 AND THE DVD 
PROGRAMMING 
TOOLKIT SELECTION 
API Monitor 1.5 

Basic4GL 2.2.3 

Borg 2.28 

Bugzilla 2.18rc2 

Crimson Editor 3.6 

D:TNT 70 

Hexplorer 2.4 

Java 2 SDK Std Ed 1.4.2 
Java 2 SDK Std Ed 5 Beta 2 
Notepad2 1.0.12 

Nullsoft Scriptable Install System 2 
Open Watcom 1.2 

Smal llBASIC 0.8.2 
WxBasic 0.51 

Alpha Five v6 

DarkBASIC 

Hex Workshop 4.23 
Jamagic 1.2 

Multimedia Fusion 

Blue] 1.3.5 

WxBasic 0.51 


Technical Support 


Our support staff will do their utmost to help you, but 
cannot provide assistance for either Linux software, or 


general application help for hardware, DOS or Windows. 


ON CD 3 AND THE DVD 
FREEWARE SELECTION 
Ad-aware 6 

Apache HTTP Server Version 2.0.5 
Arachnophilia 5.2 

Audacity 1.2.1 

Avant Browser 9.02 

AVG 6 Anti-Virus System Free Edition 
blinkx 0.3.93 

CadStd Lite 3.5.9 

DeepBurner 1.1.1.128 
FeedReader 2.6 

Foobar2000 0.8.2 

IrfanView 3.91 

Kerio Personal Firewall 4 
LightSpeed Website Optimizer 1.2 
Mozilla Firefox 0.9.2 

Mozilla Thunderbird 0.72 
Musicmatch Jukebox Basic 8.2 
MySQL 4 

NoteTab Light 4.95 
OpenOffice.org 1.1.2 

PHP 5 

Skype 0.98 beta 

Spybot - Search & Destroy 1.3 


Difficulties with your software? 
CONTACT PC PLUS CD AND DVD READER SUPPORT 
Email pcplus.support@futurenet.co.uk 

Tel 01225 822 743 

Website www.futurenet.com/support 

Forums http://forum.pcplus.co.uk 


SA 
ALSO, 





software 


The finest selection of demo 
and time-limited software 


AceHTML Pro 6 

Navicat 2004 (MySQL Client) 
6.0.7 

Neptune Web Server 1.7 

Power2Go 3 

Paragon Partition Manager 6 

PE Explorer 1.95 

PowerDirector 3 

PowerProducer Gold 2 

Spam Inspector 4 





Try before you buy — 
Paragon's Partition Manager 6 





The GIMP 2.0.3 

TreePad Lite 2.95 

Trillian 0.74 

VectorEngineer Quick-Tools 1.0 
Winamp Full 5.03 

ZoneAlarm 5.0.590.015 
Zwei-Stein Video Editor 3.01 


LINUX SELECTION 

Mount ISO Image 0.9 

PearPC 0.1.2 

Wine 20040505 

TaggedMessageDeliveryAgent (TMDA) 
1.0.3 /1.1.4 

GCC 3.4.0 

LiteSpeed Web Server 1.3.3 

Adat 1.0 

Kexi 0.1 Beta 3 

CinePaint 0.18-3 

Kaffeine 0.4.3b 


DVD EXTRAS 
PDF Archive: 
issues 165 — 209 


Damaged or missing SuperDisc? 
MISSING SUPERDISC |f youre a subscriber then please 
contact our reader support team. Otherwise, please 
contact the retailer where you purchased this issue. 
DAMAGED SUPERDISC If your cover disc appears to be 
faulty, please call our reader support team. 
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SYSTEM UPDATE 





ru. procram | Windows XP Service Pack 2 





Persistent criticism of Windows XP's security has led to a security-focused service pack. Here’s 
all you need to know to install it from the cover disc and to configure your upgraded OS 


Intel or AMD 300MHz or above, 
128MB RAM (256 MB recommended), 
Windows XP Home Edition, 
Professional Edition, Media Centre 
Edition or Tablet PC Edition, 

2GB+ hard drive, Internet connection 
recommended for automatic updating 


UPGRADE 
...from SP1 


Service Pack 2 is a recommended 
update because it tightens security 
— a major concern for many 
Windows XP users in the last year. 
The increased emphasis on using 
automatic updating is backed up 

by a much improved Background 
Intelligent Transfer Service. Windows 
Firewall is more easily configured 
and provides improved protection 
compared to the lacklustre Internet 
Connection Firewall. And the Security 
Centre provides alerts when your 
antivirus signature file hits its sell-by 
date. Microsoft plans to launch a 
high profile advertising campaign 

to encourage end-users to install 
the pack. 


WWw.microsoft.com 


eeling secure and being 
@ secure are two very different 

things. Service Pack 2 
focuses on the security of your PC 
as well as tackling the PR job of 
helping Microsoft's customers regain 
confidence in Windows XP While 
there are some additions and 
changes that have less to do with 
protecting your data, security is the 
SP2 byword. 


Installation You'll find the full 
network installation of SP2 on the cover 
disc. It tips the scales at over 260MB, so 
weve already saved you a lengthy 
download (it could have run to over 11 
hours via a 56k modem). Installation is 
straightforward but lengthy. Ensure that 
all other programs are closed and that 
you've backed up your data. You'll be 
asked whether you want to archive files 
or not, and as long as you have a full 


virions 


Help protect your PC 


You need to decide whether or not to 
enable automatic updating as soon as 
you install SP2. 





system back-up, you 
can afford to skip 
archiving. It only 
enables you to remove 
SP2 later on anyway. 
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A Security centre 
Mindful of the criticism 
levelled against it in 
the wake of global 
worms like SoBig, 
Beagle and Sasser, and 
the unpalatable news 
that a particular 
vulnerability took many months to be 
patched, Microsoft has made security 
the central theme of the new service 
pack. There are some features that 
aren't specifically geared to protect your 
PC, but SP2 is as much about 
reassuring users that their computers 
will be safe as it is about tackling 
hackers and viruses. 

Windows XP therefore picks up a 
new Control Panel utility called the 
Security Centre. Its job is to make sure 
that the end-user pays heed to 
Microsofts three-part mantra: keep 
Windows up-to-date, install a firewall 
and use antivirus software. Each of these 
items has a traffic light indicator in the 
Security Centre. A green light means the 
utility is in place and is up-to-date. A 
yellow light shows that you've disabled 
its monitor. A red light means theres a 
security risk and you need to take action. 
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The Security Centre is happily displaying 
green lights. All is well in the world. 


Ei Automatic updates Automatic 
updating enables Windows XP to 
periodically check its servers for new 
updates. Depending on your settings, 
these may be downloaded and 
installed automatically, or you would be 
notified about them, leaving you to 
install them based on a schedule, or 
manually at your leisure. When you first 
install SP2, youre asked if you want to 
enable automatic updates. Theres no 
default option here — you have to 
answer yes or no. The Security Centre 
monitors the status of automatic 
updates and shows a red alert if you 
dont have it enabled. 

In the past, many users chose to 
update manually because of the drain 


Configuring the firewall Ensure you're protected by enabling SP2’s improved firewall 


Adi a Piopi 
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that you want to use. 





Open the Windows Firewall configuration dialog 
by selecting it in the Security Centre. Switch to 
the Exceptions tab. There are some preconfigured 
exceptions that you can select, including File and 
Printer sharing and Remote Assistance. Check any 
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To set up an exception for a particular program, 
click Add a Program. Select the application from 
the list provided or browse to the executable file. 
Click OK and your exception will be added to the 
preconfigured list. Consider limiting the scope if you 
only need the program to work on your local network. 


Add a Port 


m. 
re 








Lx jl mJ 


To open up a specified port, click Add a Port. 
Enter the port number and select the protocol 
you want to use. Click OK to confirm. Limit some of 
your exceptions so they only apply to your home PCs 
by selecting the exception from the list and choosing 
Edit | Change Scope | My Network (subnet). 


Windows Security Center 


Resources 

Find out the latest 
security news from 
Microsoft to stay 
up-to-date 







Security 

Follow this link to 
alter Security 
Centre alerts for 
your system 









Internet Options 
Click here to manage 
your Internet 
settings, including 
security and privacy 


Firewall 

Use this link to 

go directly to the 
firewall to configure 
it or make changes 





automatic updating has on your 
bandwidth. As a result, people who 
forgot to update were compromised by 
viruses like SoBig and Sasser. Microsoft 
is keen to ensure that users install 
updates, which is why SP2 makes your 
PC a tad more proactive. You can still 
opt to update manually, but a lot of 
effort has been put in to make the 
automatic process easier to bear and 
less intrusive. 

Where updates are automatically 
detected, theyre now prioritised so that 
critical and security updates are 
downloaded before less important ones. 
These are consolidated so that when 
you install multiple updates, you only 
need to restart your PC once, which 
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This PC is protected by the 


enabled by default on all 









åt Microsoft, we care about your privacy. 


Firewall Alert 
Windows Firewall. It’s 


network connections 


Windows Security Center 






Securjty essentials 


= Get the latest security and virus 
information From Microsoft 



















Security Genter helps you manage your Windows seg 
make surdithe three security essentials are ma 





Automatic Updates 
The computer is set to 
download all updates 
automatically based on 
a daily schedule 













Resources 

Use this link to go 
directly to the 
Windows Update 
website 
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©} Security Center 


Heip protect your PC 


Click these arrows 
to toggle additional 
information for each 
item, on or off 





y settings. To help protect your computer, 
FON. IF the settings are not ON, follow the 
ityg®Senter later, open Control Panel. 








= Check for the latest updates From 
Windows Update 


= Get support for security-related 
issues 


HSK 


* Get help about Security Center 
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SON a Virus Protection 












* Change the way Security Center 


alerts me computer? 


Sa 


ØP - 
FP Automatic Updates is set to the recommended setting. Windows will automatically keep your 
computer current with important updates. How does Automatic Updates help protect m 


Windows can't 
always detect the 
antivirus software. 



















P Virus Protection 








Please read our privacy 





minimises the amount of downtime 
associated with updating. A new option 
is offered at shutdown called ‘Install 
updates and shutdown’. When you have 
updates waiting to be installed, this 
becomes the default shutdown choice. 
You can override if necessary. 

A new version of the Background 
Intelligent Transfer Service, appropriately 
named BITS 2, ably supports Microsoft's 
insistence on automatic updating. It 
enables you to specify slack times for 
updates to be downloaded, or to 
ensure that it only uses a specified 
portion of your bandwidth. This 
minimises the impact on your Internet 
connection. BITS 2 even checks 
updated files and only downloads the 


(foam low 


Selec! he romi aoe on pees a fhe riera wee coy 
com 


barnes 


ap rena Penman 


Manage security settings for: 


D Internet Options ty Automatic Updates 
6 Windows Firewall 


i statement. 





But you can define 
it by hand 








Adjust Updates 
Click here to move 
to the Automatic 
Updates dialog, 
where you can 
tweak scheduling 





difference between the older version 
and the newer one, which could cut 
the size of some downloads by a factor 
of 10 or more. It also resumes 
downloads after network failure. 


O Windows firewall The Windows 
Firewall is far more sophisticated than 
the old, weak Internet Connection 
Firewall (ICF) that had most users 
reaching for a third party replacement. 
You can configure individual 
applications and set access to specified 
ports and narrow down the IP range 
used. Theres no stealth mode, 
however, so hackers will be able to 
confirm your presence at an IP address, 
especially annoying for static ips. 


= 
Log Settings 


Logging Options 
C] Log dropped packets 


C] Log successful connections 


O Itere Mad âcre Protocol Veron 4 PAF 4) 


O irie Mad Serre (SMTP) 


O Post Othee Pac Vernon 3: POP 


O Aemet Detkion 

O Secure Wet Serre HTTPS 
O tebwt Server 

E web Sere HTTP 





Log File Options 


Name: 


C:\AWINDOWS ‘pfirewall.loa 
Size limit (KB); | 4096 a 





To configure the individual network connections, 
launch the Windows Firewall dialog from the 
Security Centre and choose the Advanced tab. Select 
the network connection you want to change and click 
Settings. This opens a new dialog with tabs for 
Services and ICMP. 





Select the Services tab. Here you can select the 
types of service that Internet users can receive 
from your PC, like email or a web server. The ICMP tab 
enables you to specify which information requests 
your machine will respond to when they come from 
Internet computers. 





Return to the advanced tab of the Windows 
Firewall and click Settings under Security 
Logging. You can enable logging for dropped packets 
and successful connections by ticking the relevant 
boxes. Provide a filename and location and specify the 
maximum size of the log file. 
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Changes to Internet Explorer Security tweaks and a pop-up blocker make IE more secure 


Information Bar 
This explains 
what's been 
blocked and why. In 
this case, it’s an 





ActiveX control 


Notifications 
Check the boxes 

to show the 
information bar and 
play a sound for 
blocked pop-ups 


Filter Level 
You can change 
the pop-up filter 
settings to Low, 
Medium or High 





Hiie dee cored Fie L 


Exceptions 

Enter the URL of a site 
you want to exclude 
from the pop-up 
blocker and click Add 
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To get all your Internet programs 
working properly, you'll need to set up 
some exceptions. Common Internet 
programs like Internet Explorer and 
Outlook Express are already provided 
with access, but other programs will 
probably be refused access unless 
you create exceptions for them. See 
the tutorial for details on how to set up 
exceptions correctly. 

Some common exceptions are set 
up for you in the Windows Firewall 
configuration dialog. The likes of File 
and Printer Sharing and Windows 
Messenger can be configured by 


simply ticking the relevant boxes on the 


Exceptions tab. You'll have to add less 
common programs to the list manually, 













Ligublistiobird pags 


but this is a simple matter of browsing 
to the executable file. Configuration 
according to both port number and the 
networking protocol being used is 
possible, but is best avoided unless 
you really know what you're doing. If 
you get this wrong, you could 
inadvertently open up your computer 
to intruders. Unlike most other software 
firewalls, the Windows Firewall protects 
your PC during boot. 


H Antivirus The Security Centre 
recognises all major antivirus suites. It 
shows a red alert if it cant detect an 
antivirus, or if the signature file is out of 
date. This serves as a useful reminder 
that could also prove useful as a 


FAQ 

Follow this link for 
more detailed 
information about 
the pop-up blocker 


Block Pop-Ups 
Check this box on 
the Privacy tab of 
Internet Options to 
enable the blocker 





Settings 

Press this button to 
make alterations to 
the pop-up blocker, 
including setting 
up exceptions 





double check if you schedule your 
antivirus to receive updates 
automatically. If your chosen application 
doesn't seem to be supported, try 
updating it and rebooting, as this often 
clears recognition problems. You can 
turn off the antivirus alert and opt to 
maintain it yourself if you want. This is 
also the best course of action if your 
program isn't picked up. 


A Networking The improvements to 
Windows XP's networking probably 
wont jump out at you, but there are 
some interesting new features. If you've 
previously installed the advanced 
networking pack, you'll have some 
experience of many of these updates, 


Disa bling secu rity alerts Configure Security Centre to recognise your antivirus program 
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If the Security Centre can’t detect your antivirus, 
a balloon alert will warn you that you don’t have 
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The Recommendation box will ask you to buy an 
antivirus program. To tell the Security Centre that 


nd eart send you alerts if E ls turned off or outdated. 








Security essentials 
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Click OK to return to the Security Centre. It now 
shows Virus protection as a yellow alert. This is 


one. Click the balloon alert to enter the Security Centre 
or go via Control Panel. Virus Protection will be shown 
as a red alert. Click Recommendations. 
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you already have one, and to stop it worrying on your 
behalf, check the box at the bottom of the dialog. Of 
course, make sure you actually do! 


intended to remind you to update your software 
regularly. The only way this will turn green is if you 
install an antivirus recognised by the Security Centre. 


but there are one or two more pleasant 
Surprises in store. 

Firstly, the Alerter and Messenger 
services are disabled by default. These 
were intended for administrators to send 
messages to other PCs on their 
networks but have been heavily abused 
by spammers. Disabling these services 
effectively ends the practice. Bluetooth 
support is now native, bringing the 
concept of wireless desktop a step 
closer. It also enables communication 
via Bluetooth with suitably equipped 
PDAs and mobile phones. IPv6 becomes 
fully supported under SP2. 

Windows Peer-to-Peer network 
service enables the kind of content 
sharing that P2P networks provide, with 
a slight difference. The ability to share 
resources is provided by the core 
Windows XP operating system and not 
by the vagaries of a third party program. 
This enables Microsoft to provide a 
greater degree of protection to 
computers using Peer-to-Peer, although 
third party networks are needed to 
share content. This means that you can 
share content like holiday snaps with 
friends and relatives without concerns 
about unauthorised access. 


Internet Explorer routinely warns you 
about potentially dangerous downloads. 


File Download 


Some files can harm your computer. If the file information below 
looks suspicious, or you do not fully trust the source, do not open or 


save this file. 


File name: FxBeagle.exe 


File type: Application 


From: securityresponse, symantec,com 


As This type of file could harm your computer if it contains 


malicious code. 


Would you like to open the file or save it to your computer? 


(tee) Ca Cane) eee 


Always ask before opening this type of file 





E Wireless While wireless services 
have been around for a while, they can 
be difficult to configure and, more often 
than not, security is overlooked in the 
struggle to get communication up and 
running. The Wireless Network Setup 
Wizard is designed to simplify the 
process of joining a wireless service, 
with encryption in place to protect your 
data. See our tutorial for more details. 
Wireless Provisioning Services (WPS) 
has been developed to make 
connection to a hot spot much easier 
by reducing the need for handshaking, 
and remembering your settings so that 
reconnecting to a service you've 
previously used is much easier. 


B Internet Explorer Internet 
Explorer sports a new pop-up blocker 
to cure the headache of intrusive 
advertising. It's found on the Privacy tab 
of Internet Options. You can override it 
by holding down [Ctrl] as you click a 
link that triggers a pop-up. Alternatively, 
enter the URLs of the sites you want it 
to overlook, or turn it off completely. 
See the annotation to find out how to 
do this. 

More protection comes in Internet 
Explorer when you attempt to 
download an executable file. It retrieves 
publisher information and 
provides a warning that 
changes in severity depending 
on the likelihood of damage to 
your system. This is based on 
publisher and file type. Make 
an informed decision based 
on the warning and how well 
you trust the supplier. Files 
with invalid or blocked 
signatures arent permitted. 
However, you can unblock a 
publisher if you want. Drive-by 
downloads are those that 
install automatically when you 
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Unlike Service Pack 1, the SP2 firewall is turned on by default and protects all 
network connections with a global policy. 


visit a particular website. These are 
often ActiveX components needed for 
the site to operate properly. IE now 
blocks them by default to stop you 
installing malicious content without 
your Say-so. 


E Outlook Express Executable 
attachments are still the most common 
way to receive a virus infection. Outlook 
Express now includes the Attachment 
Execution Service or AES. This checks 
the safety of attachments and is an 
attempt to unify the approach to 
attachment security across different 
Windows Applications. 

Viruses can pass themselves into 
areas of RAM that enable them to 
execute without the code passing onto 
your hard drive, making them harder to 
detect. SP2 protects areas of memory, 
making them allocated data only. This 
prevents the execution of code stored 
within them. PCP 


FURTHER INFORMATION 
For further information 
contact (www.microsoft. 
com) for help and advice. 


Email SuperDisc problems 
to peplus. 
support @futurenet.co.uk 


Wireless network setup Wizard Configure a wireless connection without turning the air blue around you 


Create a namne for your wireless network, 


Qve you network a name, weing up to 32 characters. 


Network name (5530): harrena ote 
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Launch the wizard by choosing Start | All 

Programs | Accessories | Communications | 
Wireless Network Setup Wizard. Click Next. Enter a 
network name or SSID and opt for Windows to 
automatically assign a network key for simplicity’s 
sake. Check Use WPA encryption to get stronger 


encryption than WEP affords. 





network to got to work on. 


You need to transfer the network settings to your 
other computers. You can choose to print the 
settings so you can set them up manually, or use a 
USB flash drive, or dongle to transfer them. If you 
have the necessary equipment, the latter is by far 
the easiest route, especially if you have a decent-sized 


Plug your Mesh dove rto any USD port on this computer, and wat for the drove letter to 
acoee balos 


m J 


"orons TT ~ 


The mtande sava your meteor’. settings to the Pash drive. Ths could tabe up to 30 È 
seconds 





Select the drive letter of your flash drive and 
click ‘Next’ to save your settings. Now plug the 
flash drive into your access point and wait for 30 
seconds as the settings are loaded. Plug the flash 
drive into each PC on the network and follow the 
prompts. Finally, return it to the original PC and 
click ‘Next’ to begin configuring. 
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FULL PROGRAM AS 
SOLD FOR £16 


BACK-UP UTILITY 


AceBackup 2004 








Everybody needs to back up their precious data, and AceBackup 2004 is the perfect tool for 
the job. Here. we discover how to set it up so your password-protected back-ups are 
scheduled automatically, enabling you to leave it running with confidence 





Windows 95 or later 


SERIAL CODE 


Click the Activate button after running 
the program for the first time to get a 
free key, via email, to unlock the 
program 


UPGRADE 
Save 10% 


AceBit is offering a 10 per cent 
discount on any of its full products 
(not upgrades) to all PC Plus readers. 
You can view its complete catalogue 
at www.acebit.com/products.htm, 
where youll find links to the 
individual program websites. There's 
Password Depot, a password security 
tool that enables you to keep all of 
your passwords in one place. Also 
check out WISE FTP a powerful file 
transfer program. AceBit also has three 
tools for Web developers: WinSurvey, 
Hello Engines! and Ranking Toolbox. 

To claim your 10 per cent 
discount, visit www.acebit.com/ 
order.htm to pick your product and 
order it, then use the following 
promotional code during the order 
process: GAX-XAM-434 . 





www.acebit.com 





n Errand r 


Right-click a project and choose Properties to fine-tune or change its settings, 


here are those who back up, 
aD and those who don't. You 

may have never made, or 
needed, a back-up, but this is like 
driving without a seatbelt: sure, you 
may never crash, but what if you do? 
Take sensible precautions now and 
you'll never be caught out — or even 
have to worry about being caught 
out. And we'll make it easy for you. 
Install AceBackup 2004 from this 
month's cover disc, follow this 
tutorial and, before you know it, your 
data will be automatically backed up 
when you want it, without you 
having to get involved at all. 





El Get started Once launched and 
activated, the main screen will appear, 
for you to you choose which files and 
folders to back up, plus manage 

your back-ups. Select FilelNew to 
create your first Job, or ‘project’ as 
AceBackup calls it. 

The wizard makes it incredibly easy 
to set up any project and there are two 
types to choose, from archives for files 
and folders you want to back up to a 
central location, or back-ups to retain 
the selected files’ and folders’ original 
paths, enabling you to both restore 
them to their original location and 
schedule them automatically using the 
Windows Task Scheduler. You can 
encrypt and password-protect your 
back-up projects for additional security, 
and save to any drive visible in 
Explorer. This includes network drives 
and CD-RW and DVD-RW discs that 
have been formatted with packet- 


|S Mecha rrine 


such as filtering which file types to save. 
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AceBackup 
| File Edit View Project Help 





Bribe xif ula 





© Karaoke CD lists ia archive p 
+- Local Settings 
{ Moving Checklist 2005 
Ø My CDBXP Projects 
=|) My Documents 

{ FinePrint files 





New project wizard 


General project settings 











[Modified | Attributes | 
ate 


Define the project name and security settings. 





{CQ Outlook Data Files 


My eBooks 
© z j Project name: 





AceBackup Project (01_08_2004_19_13) 
Do not use symbols fi.e., {\:*?"< >|) 


Select an encryption algorithm and password, 


Encryption: 














[<No encryption> x] 








< Back | Next > | Cancel | 





| B Sa Media online 


AceBackup’s New Project wizard enables you to get your back-up jobs off to the best 


possible start, whatever format you prefer. 


writing software. You can also back up 
to your unused web space using the 
programs FTP Server option. It's even 
possible to specify more than one 
back-up location for an individual 
project if you want to be ultra-secure. 


EA Choose what to back up When 
the wizard finishes, click File|Save to 
Save your project to a suitable location. 
Now select your project under Project 
Folders, and then use the Explorer-like 
window at the top to drag and drop 
folders and files into the window below 
to add them to your back-up. 

If you create a back-up rather than 
an archive, back-ups can be updated 
with the Update button or through Task 
Scheduler. By default, when the back- 
up job runs, it replaces all files that 
have been updated or added since the 
back-up was last performed with the 
latest versions. You can alter this 
behaviour by right-clicking the project 
name and choosing Properties, then 
switching the option under ‘Default 
action on name collision’ — pick ‘Create 
a new version’ to keep multiple 
versions of the same file, although 
note that your back-up will soon grow 
in size. 

Create more projects for different 
back-up jobs — for example, one for 
your email, another for important work 
folders, and so on — remembering to 
regularly save the project as you go. 
Note that you can only have one 
project open at any time. 


E Start the back-up You're ready to 
Start your back-up. To begin, click the 
Process button and the back-ups will 
Start. If you run into problems, 
remember to close down running 
programs that might be using the files 
youre trying to save. Also, keep an eye 
on the log files (Project!View log file) to 
ensure the back-ups are working as 
suggested. 

Restoring your back-ups is simple: 
the Restore button (the green arrow) 
can restore to either a new location of 
your choosing or the original location. 
To physically restore the items, click the 
Process button, which performs all 
outstanding back-up and restore jobs. 


O Sensible back-ups This will get 
your back-up started, but do take the 
time to explore AceBackups other 
feature. Don't go overboard though: the 
key to a successful back-up strategy is 
to be sensible. If you have trouble 
getting your scheduled back-ups to 
work, check the Windows Task 
Scheduler to see if the back-up job has 
been enabled or not; if it hasnt, right- 
click it, choose Properties and ensure 
the Enabled box is ticked. PCP 


FURTHER INFORMATION 





Theres plenty of online assistance 
for backing up: read the FAQ at 
www.acebackup.com/support/faq. 
htm. 





Email SuperDisc problems 
to pcplus.support@ futurenet.co.uk 


FULL PROGRAM 
AS SOLD FOR £54 


SOFTWARE DEVELOPMENT TOOL 





Heaventools PE Explorer 1.8.1 





Ever wondered what makes an executable file tick? PE Explorer gives you the power to 
make whatever changes you like under the hood, providing tools to display, edit or replace 


resources at your leisure. But do take care... 


REQUIREMENTS | 
350MHz Pentium, 16MB RAM, 


Windows 9x/NT/2000/XP/2003, 
4MB disk space 


UPGRADE 


Save 30 per cent 
Executable files can hold a wide 
variety of resources, and the latest 
PE Explorer supports the editing or 
replacing of even more, including 
typelibs, cab files, MIDI tunes, XML 
files and custom resources. The 
disassembler includes lots of new 
features, such as improved VCL 
support for Borland Delphi/Builder 
applications. User interface tweaks 
include drag-and-drop support, 
and the latest UPX unpacking code 
may help you see inside Trojans and 
viruses. 

There are two different payment 
options available. Non-commercial 
use requires a personal licence, 
costing around £49, or you can opt 
for the business licence at about £76. 
To take advantage of this offer, which 
includes a 30 per cent discount, enter 
the coupon code PCPLUSREADER 
when ordering at 


www.heaventools.com/ 
order.htm 





ver wished some programs 
were a little more flexible? 
Windows Messenger, for 
example, includes a built-in set of 
emoticons, but you can't edit them 
or add more. At least, not officially. 
Fortunately, PE Explorer contains all 
the tools you need to browse an 
executable, and change virtually any 
resource you require. 


E Finding resources Launch PE 
Explorer, click File|Open File and select 
Program Files| Messengerlmsmsgs.exe. 
This is the executable file for Windows 
Messenger, and PE Explorer will 
immediately open it and display the 
file header information. 

This is extremely dull, but if you 
select View|Resources, things become 
more interesting. Open the ‘Icon Entry’ 
tree to see various Messenger icons, 
any of which can be replaced through 
PE Explorer. 

Weve more interested in the 
programs emoticons, though. Expand 
the PNG section of the tree and select 
image /2/ to view them. 


E Export and edit Right-click on 
the resource tree entry, and select 
‘Save Resource As’ to export It as a 
PNG file. Now you can open this in an 
image editor of your choice, and 
replace or amend its content to suit 
your specific needs. 


Detailed diagnostics 


a {miep b re eee H ir Deel 


Worried that you've found a Trojan? PE Explorer 

can tell you more about what an application 
might be doing. Open the file, select ViewlSection 
Headers, then double-click on ‘text’, if present. You'll 
see text strings used by the program, giving an idea 


as to its purpose. 


"=E 
STEET _ aa ar KEE then fer tage ae veers vines tw a to 
ENE ELT LEE | 


“MEET. amlaen- REELTEJENTHE', aT m 


ia ~ aaa 


PE Explorer - c:\windows\explorer.exe 
File View Tools Help 
B- u| B| AEE 
RESOURCES 


a 6 | a x 2 





Shwe AS Aes! © 


aaleo|cral|ARre| 














For Help. press F1 


Redesign anything from Windows to Messenger. It’s as easy as browsing their resources. 


Whenever you replace resources, 
bear in mind that they have to 
precisely match the format of the 
original. This image is a strip of 19x19 
pixel icons, so your edited version 
must be exactly the same; the same 
number of icons and the same size 
(anything else could cause a program 
crash). 


Now save the file, preferably using 
a different name to avoid corrupting 
the original, and try it out. You should 
now see the new emoticons, but keep 
in mind that other chat partners won't 
(Messenger uses the icons stored in its 
local executable). If you want to share 
your work with friends, email them a 
copy of your msmsgs.exe file. PCP 


E Update and replace Save your 
modified emoticon strip and switch 
back to PE Explorer. Right-click the PNG 
/2/ icon, select ‘Edit Resource’ and click 
the ‘Open File’ button. Choose the new 
PNG file, and click OK. 


FURTHER INFORMATION 


PE Explorer has built-in support for 
viewing UPX files. What are they? 
UPX is an executable file packer, 


and you can read more at 
http://upx.sourceforge.net 
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If you're familiar with the program and just 

want to find out why it’s misbehaving, click 
ViewlResource, and view the REGINST tree section, if 
it’s available. This details the registry settings created 
by the program on set-up, potentially very useful if 
they've subsequently become corrupted. 
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Some programs may not start at all, complaining 

about a missing DLL (but not telling you which 
one). Open the application executable in PE Explorer 
and click ToolsiDependency Scanner. Expand the tree 
to see the DLLs and other files required by your 
program (the static links). 
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PROGRAMMING 





ru procram | RUNtIme Revolution Express 2.2.1 





Why wait for others to produce the utility or XML tool you need? Build it yourself. Use familiar 
WYSIWYG tools to construct your interface, write code in the English-like Transcript language 
to tie it all together, then compile to a stand-alone executable 





REQUIREMENTS | 
Pentium, 48MB RAM, Windows 98 or 


higher, 35MB disk space, QuickTime 
3.0 or later for video features 


SERIAL CODE 


Register at http://support.runrev. 
com/offers/pcplus/ 


UPGRADE 


Upgrade to Dreamcard 
and Studio 


Dreamcard is the next generation 
of Revolution Express, a new 
development environment aimed 
at home, small business and 
educational users. It includes an 
improved user interface, enhanced 
documentation, new programming 
features and a set of video tutorials. 
Also provided is a subscription 
to RevOnline that includes free 
web space, user forums, news and 
tutorials. Normally £69 you can 
upgrade for £59 or save more on the 
PC Plus Bundle that features extra 
video tutorials (yours for £79, saving 
£20 on the standard price). 
Experienced users may prefer 
to opt for Revolution Studio. This 
includes support for SQL, XML, SOAP 
and Web protocols, and enables you 
to build stand-alone applications for 
Windows, Mac OS or Linux from the 
same code base. The regular price is 
£199 but you can upgrade for £159. 
To order either product, or just 
find out more, visit the Runtime 
Revolution: 


http://support.runrev. 
com/offers/pcplus. 
WWW.runrev.com 


Objects | Images 
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Delete Entry 


Import Selected 


rite an application these 
w) days and you should always 

try to use standard data 
formats wherever possible. For 
instance if you want your users to 
enter text notes within a program, it 
may be convenient to store them in 
HTML format. 

But how can you take styled text, a 
bold headline here, italic sentence 
there, and convert it to its HTML 
equivalent? We'll show you how 
Revolution makes this easy, It's a simple 
example, but how we get there is more 
important than the goal itself. Follow 
these simple steps and you'll soon be 
familiar with the Revolution basics. 





E Create a stack Launch Revolution 
and click File | New Mainstack. This 
produces a new, empty window that 
we'll use to build the interface to our 
program, much like a new form in 
Microsoft .NET. 

Just as in other modern 
development environments, It’s 
possible to configure objects like a 
stack by changing their properties. Click 
Object | Stack Inspector to see some of 
the tweaks available to you. 

Click in the Name box, for instance, 
and enter a meaningful name for the 
application (HTML2Text in this case). 
Press [Tab] and enter a title (optional) 
and it will appear in the window 
caption bar. 

The remaining selections don't look 
as interesting, and if youre used to 
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Place Image 





impot File... 





Place Reference 


Enhance the look of a program by adding icons from the built-in image library, or 
extend it with new designs of your own. 
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Revolution 


File Edit Tools Object Text Development View Window Help 


o f° BK 


Inspector Script Message Box Group 


xmitree-view * 


6 


O stack{1] 
O stack[2] 


O stack[3] 
O stack[4] 





New Child Delete Show XML... 





m 
Edit Group Select Grouped Messages Errors 


Documentation 


Load XML from file 
Create XML from stack 


Validate DTD 


&New Mainstack 

(&New Substack 

&Open Stack.../O 

Open Recent File 
revSmartProperties 1.2.rev 
Palette Helper - New.rev 


Modify Contents 
Attributes 
Attribute Name Attribute value 


imastack 


revMenubar 


0,22,664,69 


Add/Modity 


Remove 


Produce a stylish and professional user interface by dragging and dropping objects from 


the Revolution toolbox. 


other environments, they may not 
seem Impressive. But then again, the 
Inspector is only displaying the ‘Basic 
Properties’ of a stack. Browse the other 
entries in the list box at the top of the 
Inspector and you'll find options to set 
colours, text formatting, window size 
and position, and a host of other 
custom options that will make more 
sense later. 


EI Add objects Alongside the stack 
window you've just created should be 
a toolbox that contains objects we can 
add to our interface (if not, click 

Tools | Tools Palette to display it). 

The first object we'll need is the 
tabbed folder (right-hand column, 
second icon from the top). Click to 
select it and move the mouse over 
your stack window. Hold down the left 
mouse cursor in the top left-hand 
corner, then ‘draw’ the tabbed folder 
down and to the right. 

Click the tab headings to choose 
the object and drag to centre it within 
the stack. Use the handles to resize the 
folder until it occupies virtually the full 
stack window, with just a few pixels as 
a border on each side. 

Once youre happy, click the 
Scrolling Field toolbox icon (right-hand 
column, fourth icon down) and draw, 
drag and resize it until the field 
occupies most of the tabbed folder 


client area (but the tabs are still visible). 
This is what might be called a text box 
(in other languages) and is where we'll 
enter and convert styled text to HTML. 


E Add scripts Our interface is now 
complete but it won't do anything until 
we add handlers that will respond to 
system messages (or events, in 
Microsoft speak). 

Right-click the centre field box and 
select ‘Edit Script’, typing the following 
text into the Script Editor: 


setProp displayedFormat 
theType 
if theType is “HTML” then 
set the text of the target 
to the htmltext of the target 
else 
set the htmlText of the 
target to the text of the 
target 
end if 
end displayedFormat 


This is a custom property called 
displayedFormat’, which will be passed 
a variable called ‘thelype’. If thelype 
has the value ‘HTML we'll display HTML 
text in the field, otherwise it's plain text. 
Click Apply’, and close the Script Editor. 
Now we have some code, but It's 
not yet being called. For this to happen, 
we need to add a script to the tabbed 


Standalone Application Settings for HTML2Text - General 


6 BF & 


General Stacks Windows 


Standalone name: | HTML2Text (Don't include "exe" or app") @ 


Inclusions 


@) Search for required inclusions when saving the standalone application 


Advanced Options 


© Select inclusions for the standalone application 


Ask Dialog 1?) 


Answer Dialog 


Cursors 


Property Profiles Q 


Script Libraries: 


Animation 
Geometry ODBC 
Internet Oracle 
Printing 


Database Support: @ 


MySQL 


PostgreSQL 
Valentina 


@) Remove all profiles on objects 


© Set all objects to profile: 


O Include profiles on objects and the profile library 


® Include all profiles 





Only include profiles selected below 


Compile your application to a royalty-free stand-alone executable that runs 
without requiring the Revolution environment to be installed. 


SOFTWARE DEVELOPMENT TOOLS 


VARIES Programmers Toolkit 


folder window. Right-click the tab 
headers, select ‘Edit Script’, and enter 
the following into the Script Editor: 


on menuPick newTab, oldTab 
set displayedFormat of field 
“fldText” to newTab 


end menuPick 


This calls the fldText fields custom 
property displayedFormat, passing It 
the caption of the tab that's just been 
clicked. Click Apply’, and close the 
Script Editor. 


O Test and debug This is all the 
interface design and coding you need 
for this application, so now It's time for 
testing. Instead of having to slowly 
compile the program, all that's 
necessary is to select Tools | Browse 
Tool (or click the Browse icon, left 
column, top of the toolbox). Your 
interface is immediately live and ready 
to try out. 

To see how it works, click the Text 
tab, press [Ctrll+[u] to enable 
underlining, then type a few words. 





They'll appear underlined, as youd 


expect. But now click the HTML tab, 
and you'll see the same text converted 


to HTML, complete with paragraph (<p>) 


and underline (<u>) tags. 
You can also enter HTML code and 
have it converted to plain text. Still in 


the HTML tab, type <p»<b»Bold</b»></p> 


and click the Text tab to see it 


translated into bold text. Not exactly 


Dreamweaver but a very reasonable 
return for ten minutes work! 

Dont worry if you encounter 
difficulties — we'll be kicking off a 
brand new Masterclass on Runtime 
Revolution in next months issue — until 


then, remember that plenty of 


information is available both online 
and in the supplied help files. PCP 


FURTHER INFORMATION 


Learn more about what Revolution 
can do at revjournal (www. 
revjournal.com) or the Runtime 


Revolution WebRing (h.webring. 
com/hub?ring=runtimerevoluti1). 


Email SuperDisc problems to 
pcplus.support@futurenet.co.uk 





Languages, compilers, disassemblers and editors; stacks of free programming tools 


Pentium, 128MB RAM, Windows 98 or 
higher, Internet Explorer 


SERIAL CODE 


After installation, ‘Fetch’ the unlock 
code. Complete the form, and the 
details will be emailed to you 


UPGRADE 


Extra editors 

Most of our tools are open-source or 
freeware, so were already providing 
the latest version and no upgrades 
are necessary. But this doesn't 
necessarily mean theres nothing 
more to find. 

Some applications provide extra 
bits and pieces you can download. 
The Nullsoft Scriptable Install System 
(nsis.sourceforge.net) has links to 
script/dialog editors you can use. 











ur feature-packed collection 
of development tools offers 
something for everyone. 


Beginners can create simple, basic 
games within minutes, old hands 
might try a C++ compiler, and 
everyone will benefit from the 
editors and debugging tools. 


El Open Watcom 1.2 (www. 
openwatcom.org) Open Watcom 
enables you to develop and compile C, 
C++ or FORTRAN programs on just 
about any operating system. Even more 
target platforms are supported, and you 
also get remote debugging, free 
Windows and OS/2 SDKs, and free DOS 
extenders enabling you to access more 
memory from DOS applications. 


B Basic4GL (www.basic4gl.net) 
C++ seems a little too complicated? 
Basic4GL takes a familiar ‘Basic-like’ 
syntax and adds OpenGL extensions 


that help you create 3D games, 
graphics demos and more. Play 
around with the bundled demos, 
then compile them to EXE files 
from within the simple interface. 


E Crimson Editor (www. 
crimsoneditor.com) With 
multiple document editing, 
multi-level undo/redo, spell- 
checking and syntax highlighting 
for more than 100 languages, 
switching to Crimson could offer 
the productivity boost you need. 


© Nullsoft Scriptable Install 
System (nsis.sourceforge.net) 
Don't pay big money for installation 
builders. Try this! NSIS lets you build a 
Windows installer for your application 
with a tiny 34KB overhead. It provides a 
powerful scripting language, custom 
dialogs, multiple language support, 
and more... PCP 
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Open Watcom, for designing, developing, 
debugging and compiling programs. 


FURTHER INFORMATION 


If we've still not satisfied your 
insatiable lust for programming 
freebies, then browse the links at 


Freebyte for even more (www. 
freebyte.com/programming). 





Email SuperDisc problems to 
pcplus.support@futurenet.co.uk 
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FULL PROGRAM 
AS SOLD FOR £27 


HTML EDITOR 


Visicom Media AceHTML 5 Pro 








This powerful HTML editor provides a wide range of tools, designed to help novices and 
professionals quickly construct websites. It includes a link validator, HTML syntax checker, 
Javascript and CSS, Code Completion, a To Do manager, bundled JavaScripts and more... 


CSL aa 
400MHz Pentium, 64MB RAM (128MB 
for Windows XP), 

Windows 98/Me/NT/2000/XP 

Internet Explorer 5.01 or later 


SERIAL CODE 


Go to http://partners.visicommedia. 
com/futureace5.html 


UPGRADE 
Half-price upgrade 


A developer's work is never done 
and Visicom Media has been busily 
adding new features to AceHTML 

6 Pro. Improved web development 
integrates FTP connections with the 
Code Explorer, for instance, enabling 
you to open and edit web pages 
directly on the server. Meanwhile, ASP 
and PHP developers get to check out 
server-side pages from within 

the AceHTML 6 Pro viewer. 

A Code Snippets Library helps 
you instantly save any piece of code 
— HTML, CSS, Javascript, ASP or PHP 
— and insert it into other pages or 
projects with a single click. 

Even better, all this is yours for 
only £14, which is approximately half 
the standard price. Read more about 
version 6 at the Visicom Media site 
(www.visicommedia.com/acehtml), 
or place your order directly at 
http://order.visicommedia. 
com/?idre=future 


www.visicommedia.com 





Setting tables 


: 
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We've described how to enter text into AceHTML, 

but for more advanced formatting, you'll probably 
want to use tables. Click the cursor at the point in the 
page where the table should be added and select 
‘Tables, Frames and Lists’. Click the first Table button 
and choose a number of rows and columns. 
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YSIWYG HTML editors lead 
w) the market these days, but 

they're not the only editors 
around. Compact applications like 
AceHTML come complete with all the 
features you need to develop a 
powerful website. And you don't 
have to be an expert with HTML 
tags, or laboriously type them all 
out yourself either. 


Sounds unlikely? Follow these steps 
and we'll show how AceHTML can be 
used to build a basic business site 
within minutes, even if youre a total 
web beginner. 


E Make preparations AceHTML 
comes with site templates, but they're 
not actually installed along with the 
program itself. To access them, run the 
file ‘Templates.exe’, located on this 
months SuperDisc. Enter the password 
‘visicom’ when prompted and point the 
program at your AceHTML installation 
folder (which will be the default, unless 
you changed it when setting up 
AceHTML). 

Next up, create a folder where youd 
like to store your AceHTML sites, and 
another folder within that for the site 
well be building next. My Documents\ 
AceHTML and My Documents\ 
AceHTML\Business Site will do. 

Now launch the program and click 
Tools|General Preferences|Environment| 


fm Cor Opos pie 
al 


wae [s tote fio 44 


| tege fo iv = 


Sees oe ee 
TEE- 


Even experienced developers get mixed up if 

they have to set up a table in raw HTML, but 
AceHTML keeps things simple. The ‘Edit Table’ option 
enables you to change heights, widths, borders and 
other options with just a few mouse clicks. If you 
need anything more advanced, right-click in a cell. 


l- General preferences 


v Environment 
Files 
Internal Viewer 
External Viewer 
Others 
p Editor 
Speller 
Confirmations 
p Syntax Check 
Extensions 
Types 
Image Browse 
External Parsers 
Code Insight 


Search on disk: 


( Netscape 


External Viewer 


Automatic browser searc 


| æ Local Disk {C:) = | 


ac Microsoft E xplorer Ic: \Program Files\Internet Explorer\iexplore. exe 
2 |mozilla. exe 7 | 
2 Jopera.exe x] | 


[” Maximize browser at startup 
IV Use a temporary file in the external browser 


Browse... | Stop | Search | 


Cancel | Help | 





Set up AceHTML with your preferred browsers, and they'll be used to preview any 


pages you create. 


External Viewer. This defines the 
browser we'll be using to test your site 
later on. Wed recommend checking the 
‘Microsoft Explorer’ option (they mean 
Internet Explorer, honest), but you can 
optionally define another viewer below 
that: Opera, Firefox, or whatever you 
might have installed. 


A Load a template Click New to 
create your site. Under the New tab, 


you'll see basic templates for a variety 
of document types: HTML, XHTML, CSS, 


WML, XML, PHP ASP and many more. 
Fortunately, were opting for an 
easier life, by choosing one of the 
pre-built corporate templates. Click 
Business|Frames, then select your 
preferred colour scheme from 
templates ‘Businessla’ to ‘Businessle’. 
Click OK to launch the New 
Template Wizard. By default, this 
includes six items in the navigation 
menu: ‘Products’, ‘Service’, ‘Support’, 
‘Contact’ and so on, but you can alter 
that selection here. Use the left and 
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Choose ‘Edit Cell’ and enter any text you'd like to 

appear in this part of the table. Select ‘Common’ if 
you want to style the text, or ‘Specialised’ to add an 
image. Point AceHTML at the image to configure it. 
There's also an ‘External Link’ button, turning the 
image into a link to another page or site. 


right arrows to add and remove items 
from the menu list, and rearrange 
particular menu items by clicking on 
them and using the up and down 
arrows. 

Select Next when youre done, and 
choose the My Documents\AceHTML\ 
Business Site folder you created earlier. 
The sites HTML and graphics files will be 
stored here. Click End and the wizard is 
complete. 


E Improve the view You're 
immediately confronted with lots of 
text, controls, toolbars, windows and 
HTML code, which can be a little 
intimidating! And this impression isnt 
improved by the page tabs 
immediately beneath the toolbars 
(index, main1, main2, main3, etc). 
Click on these and you'll see the raw 
HTML only. 

To improve the situation, click 
ViewlDisplay Internal Browser. This 
adds a second ‘Viewer’ tab to the 
bottom of the screen. Choose this, click 
the index page tab, and you'll see the 
template menu in all its graphic glory. 


Unfortunately this is just a single 
page view, so the menu links wont 
actually take you anywhere. Click 
Tools |Start External Browser if youd like 
to jump from page to page. 

Of course, right now, this isn’t worth 
the bother because theres nothing on 
any of them. This is probably a great 
time to add some content. 


Fill in the blanks Switch back to 
the Editor tab (or press [F11]) and click 
the mainl page. Select and delete 
everything between the first two red 
highlighted lines to remove the ‘Page 
Under Construction’ text. 

Now type in the content youd like 
to appear on the main page: “Welcome 
to our company,” or whatever you like. 
Select ‘Common’ on the Editor toolbar, 
and use the word processor-like 
options to justify or centre your text, 
and make words or sentences bold, 
italic or underlined. Use the Line Break 
option when you need text to start on 
the next line, or Paragraph to separate 
paragraphs. Right-click on the main1 
tab, and select Save: mainl.html to 


save your work, then 
try viewing the index 
page to see how 
your copy looks. 

Repeat this 
process on the other 
pages and you'll 
soon have a basic 
website, all ready to 
go. Too basic? Switch 
from the Common 
editor options to 
Images, Tables or 
Scripts and you'll see 
AceHTML has plenty 
of additional features on offer to 
Spice up the site. 

When everythings finished, 
check your work (Tools| Start 
Spell Checking), test it properly 
with the browser we configured 
earlier (Tools|Start External 
Browser), then save the files. 
AceHTML can also put them 
directly to an FTP site — read the 
documentation about the 
File|Save to FTP options for 
more guidance. PCP 





DISK MANAGEMENT 
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Use the HTML File Manager to 
browse all the files that make 
up your site. 


FURTHER INFORMATION 


f Get more assistancewith web design 


in gerenal at HTML Help (www. 
htmlhelp.com). 


Email SuperDisc problems to peplus. 
support @futurenet.co.uk 


FULL PROGRAM Paragon Partition Undelete SE 


Scans your drive for lost partitions and save them from deletion 


Pentium, 32MB RAM, Windows 
98/Me/NT/2000/XP 
Internet connection for registration 


SERIAL CODE 


Click ‘Register link’ during installation 


UPGRADE 


Save 20 per cent 
Paragon Partition Manager 6 not 
only undeletes partitions, it creates, 
formats, resizes, merges, moves, 
copies and defragments them, 
all without losing any data. The 
Personal version of Partition Manager 
includes all these features, while 
the Professional version can also 
generate scripts, and has support for 
Windows Server (NT, 2000, 2003). 
Order within two weeks of 
installing Partition Undelete and you'll 
qualify for a 20 per cent discount. 
This cuts the price from £70 to £56 for 
Partition Manager Professional, and 
£35 to £28 for Personal. Follow the 
links within Partition Undelete itself 
to order. 


WWW.paragon.ag 











erhaps a virus has wiped out 
Q a partition on your hard 

drive? Or maybe someone's 
been playing around with the 
Windows Disk Manager. Whatever the 
cause, one of your partitions is no 
longer visible in Windows. Here's how 
Partition Undelete could help bring it 
back.. 


El Proceed with care Deleting a 
partition normally doesnt remove the 
data from your hard drive, so recovery is 
possible — but you have to be careful. In 
particular, dont try using Windows to 
recreate a partition where the old one 
used to be. That'll overwrite key data, 
and make any kind of recovery much 
more difficult. Run Partition Undelete 
instead, then click ‘Launch Partition 
Undelete’ from the Startup window. 


E Search automatically Click Next 
and expand the hard drive tree to see all 
the free disk blocks you might need to 
examine. Found one thats about the 


right size for the missing drive? Then 
check the box on the left, and click Next 
to start recovery. 

Partition Undelete now searches the 
disk space for partition structures, and 
displays any it finds. If you recognise 
your drive, check it and click Next to 
restore the partition. 


E Customise your settings No 
luck? Go back to the first step and check 
‘| want to choose file system filter and 
search criteria’. Click ‘Next’, and tell 
Partition Undelete what type of file 
system your missing partition used. This 
is handy if the program comes up with 
several possible structures. Click Next 
again, and select ‘Scan All Sectors’. This 
forces Partition Delete to examine every 
part of your disk block, slowing down 
the search but potentially giving more 
accurate results. 

Confused by all the partition jargon? 
Learn more at PCGuide (www.pcguide. 
com/ref/hdd/file/structPartitions- 
c.html). PCP 
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Partition Undelete will scan the free disk 
blocks you specify, looking for deleted 
partition structures that can be recovered. 


FURTHER INFORMATION 


IF you can't boot your machine, 
try a bootable disc from www. 
knoppix.net 





A 


Email SuperDisc problems to 
pcplus.support@futurenet.co.uk 
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Your-expert-euide tothe most essential sites 


ome people say that work 
O is something you do; not 

somewhere you go, which 
is fine unless you live in the real 
world where earning a crust and 
being mobile go hand-in-hand. 
Which is why we no longer lust 
after the paperless office myth, 
instead what we want is a virtual 
office. The first step towards 
achieving this is understanding that 
it takes more than just a laptop and 
a mobile phone to build it! 








-Tablet -~ .net — 


TabletPCs.net 


The keywords for virtual office creation 
are Integration, mobility and 
functionality — and you can find all 
three in a Tablet PC. Ensure it's a 
convertible, not a slate, as this gives 
you two machines in one. Use the 
keyboard as normal when required, but 
experience the wonder that is OneNote 
in tablet mode. You have to pay extra 
for OneNote as its not part of the MS 
Office or XP Tablet Edition bundle, but 
its worth the money for the integration 
it brings to your working life. The 
TabletPCs Internet website should be 
your launch pad to find the right kit for 
your needs, and remain your source of 
free technical support and community 
driven advice. 


Jiwire 


Without connectivity 
your virtual office 
remains just that, 
virtual. Thankfully, 
much of the UK has 
been blessed with 
the dynamic duo of 
broadband and 
WiFi. Make sure 
your device of 
choice is wireless equipped, and you 
are ready to work wherever you may 
be, er, assuming you can find a WiFi 
hotspot. No problem if you happen to 
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be at the airport, or in central London, 
but what if youre not? Simple, use 
Jiwire to find the hotspots nearest to 
where you will be. This hotspot 
directory lists 46,799 hotspots at 35,695 
locations in 65 countries including 6668 
in the UK. A fast search engine and 
detailed fact maps about each hotspot 
make Jiwire an essential tool. 
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Secure, Online Backups for Pos, Laptops and Servers 


BackupMyStuff 


Even a virtual office requires real data, 
and that has to be stored somewhere. 
Because you may not have a laptop 
with you all the time, you cant rely on 
that. You can use GoToMyPc (www. 
gotomypc.com) to access your home/ 
office PC assuming it's up and running 
all the time. Better yet, why not upload 
your data to a secure website and 
access it from anywhere. You need the 
Skill to securely protect your data from 
hackers or even search engine bots 
who will happily index it though. So 
why not turn to an online storage and 
backup specialist instead? NetStore 
(www.netstore.net) and iBackup 
(www.ibackup.com) are among the 
best known, but try BackupMyStuff is 
one of the easiest to use and least 
painful on the wallet. 


Mail2Web 


At the heart of any office these days is 
email, but when the hardware you 
carry changes from day-to-day, how 
can you access it securely and reliably? 
Many people ‘make do’ with a Hotmail 
account and all the baggage it brings, 
smart people use Mail2Web. This lets 
you access a bog standard POP3 or 


1 s% mail2web' 
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Pick Up Your Email 


From any Computer, anywhere in the word Mo need to registert 


Your Email Address 


Password 


Chock Mad | Bsecure Logn - Advanced Login 





IMAP mailbox from within any web 
browser client. It'S secure, it’s private, It 
works and its free. Because you are 
reading directly off the server you can 
delete rubbish, or leave well alone in 
the knowledge your mail will be there if 
you want to pick it up later. Oh, and 
visit Mail2pda.com for the PDA 
optimised service, or mail2web/wap for 
old-fashioned mobiles. 


Figure 1. How 32-bit and 64-bit 
applications interact with Windows. 
Source: AMD 





DevX 


It is pretty inevitable that 64-bit 
Windows will become the future 
mainstream desktop OS for 
Microsoftees, which means the savvy 
programmer should be jumping on the 
learning curve ride right about now. 
Leave it too late and you'll be left 
behind, but where to start? Well, apart 
from the usual buying in of books, the 
webs as good a place as any. Although 
there are many articles dotted around 
that will help you (Google is your 
friend) some of the most salient can be 
found, as ever, at DevX. With titles such 
as ‘the joys of 64-bit code generation 
for Windows’ and ‘What's so great for 
developers about the AMD64’ you 
know you have found a PC Plus 
readers home from home. PCP 
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appeal 


If you know of an essential 
website, or are involved in a 
worthy contender for the title, 
then please let me know at 
waveysweb @futurenet.co.uk 








